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Thesis Abstract 
Of What She Lets Go is a young-adult novel that focuses 
on the physical, emotional and sexual development of a 
thirteen-year-old girl named Emily. Emily is faced with the 
challenges of becoming a self-respecting and confident young 
woman despite the social and familial difficulties she 
encounters. 
As the story develops, the problems Emily faces 
proportionally increase her sense of alienation. She 
becomes increasingly negative and turns outside her family 
and long-term friendships to establish a relationship with a 
rebellious sixteen-year-old male named Steve. Steve is 
attentive to Emily's need for affection and uses it to move 
the relationship to the physical level. Emily fights 
between her own morals and her need for unconditional 
acceptance, and she is forced to re-evaluate her choices 
after discovering the shallowness of Steve's true feelings 
for her. 
The main thematic concerns of the novel are adolescent 
alienation, the need to find one's place within society, and 
the development of personal identity. Throughout the novel, 
Emily seeks relationships which unconditionally accept her. 
She makes logical choices by seeking this acceptance through 
her family and friends. However, both the adult figures and 
her peers judge Emily conditionally, and she seeks to find 
unconditional acceptance in an unhealthy relationship. 
ii 
Emily's story illustrates the painful battle between the 
fear of alienation and a sense of personal identity to gain 
acceptance and shows that, while alienation is dreadful, the 
loss of personal identity is truly destructive. 
Secondary thematic concerns of the novel include sexual 
and physical development, lost innocence, the damage caused 
by ambivalent and ignorant parents, the negative effects of 
a patriarchal society, narcissism and favoritism, and the 
middle-child syndrome. 
The critical portion of the thesis explains an 
understanding of how adolescents develop identity. This 
understanding was expanded and confirmed to the greatest 
extent by reading Peggy Orenstein's School Girls: Young 
Women, Self Esteem and the Confidence Gap and Mary Bray 
Pipher's Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent 
Girls. Qi What She Lets Go specifically forwards Pipher's 
goal for young women by illustrating through the character 
of Emily how girls can develop strength and emotional 
resilience. 
Within the critical essay, it is explained how literary 
influences such as Alice Walker's The Color Purple and 
Possessing the Secret of Joy, as well as Maya Angelou's l 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, had a holistic influence on 
the novel. Also credited are works such as Robert Cormier's 
The Chocolate War, Paul Zindel's M..Y. Darling, M..Y. Hamburger 
and The Pigman, Charlotte Perkins Gilman's "The Yellow 
i i i 
Wallpaper," Mary Robinson's "Coach," Virgina Woolf's A 
Voyage Out, Joyce Carol Oates' "Where Are You Going, Where 
Have You Been?" and Toni Morrison's The Bluest Eye. 
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Qf What She Lets Go is a young-adult novel that focuses 
on the physical, emotional and sexual development of a 
thirteen-year-old girl named Emily. Emily is faced with the 
challenges of becoming a self-respecting and confident young 
woman despite the social and familial difficulties she 
encounters. 
As the story develops, the problems Emily faces 
proportionally increase her sense of alienation. She 
becomes increasingly negative and turns outside her family 
and long-term friendships to establish a relationship with a 
rebellious sixteen-year-old male named Steve. 
The family structure contributes to Emily's alienation. 
Her mother's narcissistic tendencies are exacerbated by her 
occupation as a secretary to a plastic surgeon in a 
neighboring town. Emily's mother, Betty, pays a substantial 
amount of attention to both her own good looks and those of 
Emily's nine-year-old sister, Molly. Molly has a strong 
physical resemblance to Betty, and Betty sees Molly as the 
ideal image of beauty. Betty rejects Emily through a lack 
of attention, an irrational and paranoid concern that Emily 
will become overweight and a fear that Emily's "tomboy" 
activities with her two male friends, Josh and Sammy, are 
not ladylike. 
Betty's relationship with her husband Ted has been 
damaged by several years of broken communication. Betty has 
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created triangulation by gossiping about her problems to her 
best friend from high school. This gives Betty a sense of 
relief and often allows her to avoid the conflict of dealing 
directly with her husband. 
Ted avoids thinking about the problems of his marriage 
and instead concerns himself with getting his son, Teddy 
Jr., a college-football scholarship. He prefers to exist in 
his patriarchal society, dismissing females as hormonal, 
superficial, and gossipy, and believes that his wife should 
follow his directives. 
Emily does not receive comfort or companionship from 
her siblings. While Teddy Jr. is a popular high-school 
senior who is too involved with his own social life and 
football to bother with Emily unless her actions affect his 
reputation, Molly uses Betty's favoritism to her advantage 
and often monopolizes her attention. 
Emily's social clique rapidly changes and contributes 
to her sense of alienation. Emily's girl friends suddenly 
begin to harass her for continuing her childhood friendships 
with Josh and Sammy, and she is asked to sever her 
relationships with them. Becoming increasingly aware that 
her friends cannot be trusted and often do not consider her 
feelings, Emily develops an intolerance, feels like an 
outsider and pulls away from her social group. 
After meeting an attractive sixteen-year-old boy, 
Steve, Emily is convinced that she must appear as mature. 
Combined with pressure from her mom and friends to end her 
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friendship with Josh and Sammy is Emily's own fear that she 
will be perceived as an immature little girl by Steve. This 
prompts her to end her friendship with Josh and Sammy. 
Emily forms a relationship with Steve despite the fact her 
family objects to Steve and his single father as "trash." 
Steve is attentive to Emily's need for affection and uses it 
to move the relationship to the physical level. Emily 
fights between her own morals and her need for unconditional 
acceptance, and she is forced to re-evaluate her choices 
after discovering the shallowness of Steve's true feelings 
for her. 
The main thematic concerns of the novel are adolescent 
alienation, the need to find one's place within society, and 
the development of personal identity. Throughout the novel, 
Emily seeks relationships which unconditionally accept her. 
She makes logical choices by seeking this acceptance through 
her family and friends. However, both the adult figures and 
her peers judge Emily conditionally, and she seeks to find 
unconditional acceptance in an unhealthy relationship. 
Secondary thematic concerns of the novel include sexual 
and physical development, lost innocence, the damage caused 
by ambivalent and ignorant parents, the negative effects of 
a patriarchal society, narcissism and favoritism, and the 
middle-child syndrome. 
Although I hope the novel is not limited to the 
readership of female young adults, this group is the primary 
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audience. Adolescent females have a lower self-esteem than 
any other age group, and a novel about the challenges of 
forming a positive personal identity will be of interest and 
importance. Emily's story will be a specifically female 
experience. However, male young adults who may be dealing 
with issues of identity and development, as well as 
difficult relationships with adults/parents, would be likely 
to gain from the novel. My secondary audience is parents of 
adolescents and young adults who may be having trouble 
understanding their children, or who may need to be reminded 
of the developmental turmoil surrounding young adults. 
My interest in the theme of adult authority and the 
role good parenting plays in positive development was first 
sparked when I was sixteen and working at the public pool in 
a small factory town. I blindly accepted adults and parents 
as authority figures until I daily witnessed incidents which 
exposed numerous so-called adults unworthy of blind respect. 
Furthermore, the work I did with adolescents and their 
parents while pursuing my Bachelor's degree, with a major in 
middle-level education, and my current work as a seventh and 
eighth grade literature teacher, confirmed my beliefs that 
adults often harm their children without always realizing 
it. Talking with parents has reinforced my understanding of 
the need for educated and involved parents and the damage 
from parental ambivalence. Spending time with young adults 
has been instrumental in my understanding of the issues they 
deal with and the very real struggle to form a positive 
xi 
sense of identity. In fact, the fear of alienation 
sometimes becomes so overwhelming that young adults will 
destroy their sense of personal identity to gain acceptance. 
Emily's story illustrates the painful battle and shows that, 
while alienation is dreadful, the loss of personal identity 
is truly destructive. 
My personal understanding of how adolescents develop 
identity was expanded and confirmed to the greatest extent 
by reading Peggy Orenstein's School Girls: Young Women~ ~elf 
Esteem and the Confidence Gap and Mary Bray Pipher's 
Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls. 
Orenstein confirmed what I knew to be true: "middle school 
is the beginning of the transition from girlhood to 
womanhood and, not coincidentally, the time of the greatest 
self-esteem loss" (xx). Pipher states that "America today 
limits girls' development, truncates their wholeness and 
leaves many of them traumatized" (12). Pipher suggests ways 
to help girls maintain a positive identity though the 
difficult adolescent years is to "strengthen girls so that 
they will be ready ... , encourage emotional toughness and 
self-protection ... [and] support and guide them" (13). 
Pipher also suggests the most positive change that could 
occur would be to change the culture so it is "less 
complicated and more nurturing" (13). 
I felt I could forward Pipher's goal for young women 
through literature by illustrating through the character of 
xii 
Emily how girls can develop strength and emotional 
resilience. The message to adults who may read the novel 
and have the greater power to change the damaging culture is 
that young-adult females are greatly affected by a culture 
which does not support their individuality and preys on 
their desire for acceptance. 
I cannot discuss my literary influences without first 
mentioning Alice Walker's The Color Purple and Possessing 
the Secret of .J..Qy, as well as Maya Angelou's l Know Why 1-h~ 
Caged Bird Sings, because these three novels have had the 
most holistic influence on my novel. Both Walker and 
Angelou seem to write from the soul with a determination to 
tell a realistic story to the reader. As a writer, I 
struggle with those scenes that may make a reader 
uncomfortable. However, after reading these novels, I 
developed a sense that my first priority as a writer is to 
tell a realistic story, and I began to overcome my fear of 
offending the reader. I realized I didn't need to agree 
with the actions of my characters as my much as I once 
thought, and I understood I didn't need to comment as the 
author or make judgment calls for the reader. 
A main literary influence was Robert Cormier's The 
Chocolate War, because it portrays the darkness, pain and 
destruction of adolescent alienation that comes from defying 
peer and adult authority. I wanted to emulate the fine line 
between positive personal identity and self-destruction 
found in The Chocolate War, but I differ from Cormier in 
xiii 
that I believe the adolescent searching for personal 
identity is not doomed to self-destruction. Paul Zindel's 
MY Darling, MY Hamburger and The Pigman were also 
thematically influential because they illustrate that life 
can be complicated and serious for adolescents, and that 
problems of adolescence cannot always be solved by adults, 
but must be dealt with by the adolescent. Maya Angelou's l 
Know Why the Caged Bird Sings informs my artistic and 
thematic aims because of how she shows strength of character 
despite societal and family opposition. 
Emily's mother Betty was inspired by Charlotte Perkins 
Oilman's "The Yellow Wallpaper." I wanted to emulate how 
Gilman portrayed screaming desperation muffled by 
patriarchal authority. My goal was to show how this 
desperation can manifest itself in ''modern" times. Betty 
often portrays the same attitude as Oilman's narrator who 
states, "John says that the very worst thing I can do is to 
think about my condition, and I confess it always makes me 
feel bad. So I will let it alone and talk about the house" 
(11). Betty is often forced to ''let it alone" because she 
feels she does not have the option to gain respect in or 
remove herself from her loveless marriage. 
Ted has no compassion for Betty, just as John has no 
true compassion for the narrator. Oilman's narrator writes, 
"John does not know how much I really suffer. He knows 
there is not reason to suffer, and that satisfies him" (14). 
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Ted reminds Betty about how good she has it in Of What ~he 
Lets Go: 
... do you work in a hot and tiring factory for 
fifty hours a week? No, you sit and answer 
phones and read magazines for fifteen, maybe 
twenty hours a week and then go lie naked in a 
tanning bed (62). 
Betty does not tumble into insanity because she is gripped 
too harshly by the reality of her life. Betty, in some 
ways, is more fortunate than Gilman's narrator, because she 
has a more developed vocabulary with which to discuss the 
effects of her husband's patriarchal belief system. However, 
Betty's reality and societal influences do not allow her to 
escape to a world of madness. Betty's female voice is often 
silenced by Ted; and her voice is more subtle than Gilman's 
narrator. Betty's subtlety was in part inspired by Sherry's 
voice in Mary Robinson's "Coach." 
Emily's relationship with Steve was somewhat inspired 
by how society places constraints on the female individual 
in Virgina Woolf's A Voyage Out. I wanted to emulate how 
Woolf shows Richard's kiss to Rachel as both positive and 
negative. Emily suffers some of the same confusion in her 
relationship with Steve and wonders what role males should 
play in her life. Emily, like Rachel, is forced to deal 
with the dichotomy of appreciating the attention while 
struggling to understand the true root of the affection. 
Although the feelings Emily has in the beginning of her 
xv 
relationship are inspired by Rachel in A Voyage Out, the 
gravity of her situation is closer to Connie's in Joyce 
Carol Oates' "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" 
The character of Steve was in part inspired by Oates' 
depiction of Arnold Friend, and Steve carries the same air 
and wants the same things Arnold does. Although I resisted 
Oates' deterministic view, her portrayals of female fear and 
character development were extremely important to my work. 
I studied how Toni Morrison made adolescent interaction 
seem poignant in The Bluest Eye, and tried to make my 
characters relate to one another in such a way so their 
arguments would not come across as childish squabbles. A 
particularly influential scene was when Maureen and Pencola 
left Freida and Claudia on the street and went into Isaley's 
to get ice cream (68-69). Even though the incident could 
have easily come off as trite, Morrison treated it with 
attention and it became incredibly poignant: 
Fredia looked placidly down the street; I opened 
my mouth but quickly closed it. It was extremely 
important that the world not know that I fully 
expected Maureen to buy us some ice cream, that 
for the past 120 seconds I had been selecting a 
flavor, that I had begun to like Maureen, and that 
neither of us had a penny (69). 
I referred to Morrison's wonderful examples of how to create 
scenes which force one's reader to feel a child's pain, 
xvi 
especially when writing the scenes that involved Josh, Sammy 
and Emily. 
Judy Blume's Blubber, Are You There God? It's Me, 
Margaret and Here's to You, Rachel Robinson were effective 
examples of character development of modern-day adolescent 
girls. Her works were of particular importance because they 
show young female characters both in interaction with peer 
groups and in family settings. In addition, her use of 
adolescent dialogue is convincing as well as touching and 
was consulted as I worked on my thesis. 
In my novel I was faced with a narrative task similar 
to that dealt with by Henry James in What Masie Knew (i.e., 
how to avoid the limitations of the story's central 
consciousness from limiting the scope of the story's 
narrative observations and voice). Consequently, I chose to 
use a traditional narrative utilizing a limited-omniscient 
viewpoint to allow for the telling of an authentic and 
poignant story, while at the same time reflecting the 
cognitive behaviors of a thirteen-year-old girl. This 
viewpoint allowed me to tell a believable story 
predominantly from Emily's point of view, without being 
limited to the vocabulary of an adolescent. Due to my 
thematic concerns, story structure and intended audience, I 
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Of What She Lets Go 
I. 
Emily watched the tops of her dirty tennis shoes as she 
slowly followed the cracked sidewalk toward her bungalow-
style home. In her neighborhood, bungalows filled in all 
the spaces left between the traditional, two-story homes. 
But all of the homes blended in because neither style was 
superior or well kept. Almost every house had some faddish 
yard decoration displayed on grass that should have been cut 
a few days before. Emily's lawn displayed a cement wishing 
well, but it could have just as easily had a big cement 
basket, a couple of dwarfs, or a deer that seemed to be 
frozen in time. The important things were they had a yard 
decoration, and her dad mowed the lawn the same day the 
next-door neighbors did. Their lawn would never look any 
better or any worse than the next. 
Emily entered through the screened backdoor. Her 
seven-year-old sister Molly was sitting on a stool in the 
kitchen as her mom carefully braided her hair. 
"Hi, Emily. Where have you been?" her mom asked with 
the end of a comb in her mouth. She didn't avert her 
attention from the tight, blonde French braid she was 
creating. 
"I went to the park with Sammy and Josh." Emily opened 
a small wooden cabinet and took out a plastic cup from 
McDonalds. The dishwasher had removed almost all of the 
print on the outside. Emily turned on the faucet and 
waited for the water to run cold. 
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"Did you see Kendra Windel?" Emily's mom asked. 
"Yes, we stopped by Sammy's after our walk." Emily 
glanced around the kitchen that desperately needed its 
twenty-year-old olive and gold wallpaper replaced. It was 
beginning to curl away from the walls in the corners. 
" I s she still on that diet?" 
"What?" Emily asked in attempt to avoid listening to 
her mom talk about Sammy's mom. 
II I s she still on that diet?" 
"I don't know, Mom. It didn't come up." Emily turned 
away from her mom, noticing the newest local-newspaper 
clipping about her brother, Teddy Jr., on the fridge. 
"Well, I hope she's on a diet. She's such a nice 
woman. If she would only give herself a chance. I bet Dr. 
White could do a lot for her. I have seen women who look 
worse than her end up looking pretty good." 
"I don't think Mrs. Windel wants plastic surgery, Mom." 
Emily's mom Betty had been the secretary to Dr. White 
for the last five years. 
"She's the plastic surgeon's dream. But she's one of 
those women who just give, give, give. You girls know what 
I say, 'You have got to take sometimes in order to be able 
to give ... '" 
Emily had heard her mom's speech on a regular basis for 
the majority of her life and usually tried to block it out 
of her mind. As she took a big gulp of her water that was 
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refreshing despite the slight rust taste, her mom's annoying 
voice broke in again. 
"Plus, I'm sure it would give her more self-
confidence," her mom said as she began to mist Molly's hair 
with a sweet-smelling hairspray. 
"I'm going to my room." Emily wanted to avoid further 
conversation and the stack of dirty dishes on the top of the 
dishwasher that meant the clean dishes probably needed to be 
unloaded. 
"Before you leave, look at Molly's hair. Isn't she 
cute?" She swiveled Molly around so Emily could see the 
braid. 
Molly, who had seemed to be acting unusually quiet, 
perked up and her wide blue eyes connected with Emily's. 
"Aren't I cute, Emily?" Molly used a sugary voice that 
sounded much younger than her actual seven years. 
"Yes. Your hair looks really nice, Molly," Emily said, 
trying to sound sincere as she walked out of the kitchen. 
I I. 
"Emily, please come help with supper. Your dad should 
be home soon." Her mom's voice startled her. She was 
trying to read James and the Giant Peach, and had begun to 
doze off. Sammy's mom had read it to him, and he 
recommended it to Emily as his favorite book. Although she 
had eagerly borrowed it from him, after starting she 
believed it was the sort of book a person would need to 
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listen to someone like Mrs. Windel read to fully appreciate. 
Mrs. Windel. a plump but strong woman, had babysat for her 
and her friend Josh every day after school from kindergarten 
until fifth grade. 
Emily placed the book on her nightstand and rolled over 
on her twin-size bed. Her room was fairly small, without a 
closet, but she was thankful she didn't have to share with 
Molly. She didn't mind keeping her clothes in the old 
mahogany wardrobe that once belonged to her great-aunt 
Elizabeth. 
"Emily, please come and set the table." Her mom's 
voice had lost all patience. Emily's dad always expected 
dinner to be hot and on the table when he walked through the 
door at five o'clock. He worked the first shift, which 
meant his hours at the canning factory were from seven in 
the morning to three in the afternoon. After work he would 
go directly to Johnny's Pub and drink beer, but he was 
always home promptly at five. Since her clock read 4:52, 
she knew she'd better hurry or the late supper would be 
blamed on her tardiness. 
"So what's for dinner?" Emily asked as she walked into 
the kitchen. 
"Mom and I are having salads," Molly said as she slowly 
dropped ice cubes in the dinner glasses. 
"Molly, you need to eat some roast beef. You're still 
growing. You'll not start getting fat until you're around 
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thirteen. You know that." Betty was adding butter to the 
mashed potatoes that would never see her own plate. 
Emily began quickly putting the silverware and white 
paper napkins on the table. Roast beef, potatoes, bread, 
and salad was one of the most common meals served at the 
Stevenson household. 
"Emily, keep moving. Your dad's going to be here, and 
you haven't even put out the plates yet." Emily's mom 
seemed slightly jumpy. 
"I know, I'll get it done." Emily hated how it was a 
big rush to get the meal on the table. "When's Teddy 
getting home?" 
"He has a football game tonight. You remembered, 
didn't you? We have to leave by six-thirty." Betty turned 
to face her. Emily noticed how her mom's bi-weekly sessions 
in a tanning bed had begun to define the lines around her 
mouth. "You're going to have to put your school clothes 
back on, and you can't go in those dirty tennis shoes." 
"I forgot to ask to see if anyone I knew was going," 
Emily muttered. 
"Well, you can worry about that after you finish 
setting the table." 
"So should I put a plate on for Teddy or not?" 
"No, he went to Pizza Hut after school with some of his 
friends, so his food would have time to digest. He's not 
coming home before the game." 
Just as Emily had finished setting the table, she heard 
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the front door slam. 
"Here, put the bread on, Emily." Her mom shoved a 
basket of bread at her. 
Emily's dad walked into the dining room. Although he 
was her dad, sometimes his 6'3" and 250-pound build startled 
her. 
"I saw Teddy up at Johnny's," Emily's dad called into 
the kitchen. Although he didn't smoke, the years of sitting 
in a smoke-filled bar every day after work had made his 
voice raspy. 
"Ted, you know I don't like him up there." Emily's mom 
sighed. 
"I told him to stop by with a couple other guys from 
the team so I could wish him good luck before the game." 
"Hi, Daddy!" Molly said. 
"Well, hello, Sweetheart. How's my little cheerleader 
doing?" He scooped Molly up in his thick arms. 
"Good. Momma fixed my hair just like all of the high-
school girls. See?" 
"Yes. Your legs might be cold. But, then again, the 
floor at work was one-hundred and three degrees today, so I 
hope the temperature starts to drop at night." Ted set 
Molly down. Turning toward the kitchen table, he tucked the 
loose tail of his shirt into his jeans. 
"I won't be too cold. Plus, I only do the school song 
at half-time. The rest of the time I can sit under a 
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blanket." 
"What's for dinner?" Ted asked, looking directly at the 
food as he pulled out his chair and sat down. 
"The usual for Friday night, Ted," Emily's mom answered 
impatiently. 
"Looks good, I'm starved." Ted scooped four huge 
spoon-fulls of mashed potatoes onto his plate and followed 
it with two spoon-fulls of dark gravy. 
"I heard the scout from Western is going to be at the 
game tonight. I told Teddy. I hope it doesn't make him too 
nervous." 
"I doubt it will. We thought a scout was at almost 
every single game last season. I bet he's used to it by 
now," Emily's mom replied. 
"He needs to be on his game tonight. Milford has a 
pretty tough team." Emily's dad ran his calloused fingers 
through what was left of his salt-and-pepper hair. 
"Someone moved into the house across the alley from us, 
in the Jackson's old house," Molly said, picking the crust 
off her bread. 
"They seem pretty disgusting to me. Karen Graham told 
me some pretty bad things about them; we don't want their 
kind in this neighborhood. I guess the dad's name is Tony 
Banks, and his son's name is Steve," Emily's mom said. 
"I heard at work that he doesn't have a wife because 
she ran out on him when the boy was young. He raised that 
kid all by himself. I wish American Can hadn't hired him 
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on." 
Emily hated when her parents were so judgmental. "Why 
do you wish American Can hadn't hired him?" 
"They're just white trash. The only reason Tony got 
hired was that his first cousin works in human resources. 
Martha looked at his file and found out Tony has gotten a 
DUI and an assault and battery. They moved here from a 
trailer park in Decatur. That's about as white trash as you 
can get." 
"Do you know if he's going to join the union?" Emily's 
mom took a small sip of her lemon water. 
Emily's dad began to sop up his left-over gravy with 
his bread. "I don't know, but he better. He'll probably 
gripe about the dues, say he doesn't have the money, but you 
know the boys won't stand for anyone trying to slip by with 
that fair-share crap." He scraped his plate loudly with his 
fork. "Teddy told me at the bar the boy's in his shop class 
and he's nothing but a loser." 
"Well, that doesn't surprise me. The apple doesn't 
usually fall too far from the tree," Emily's mom said. 
She stood up from the table. "Are you finished, Ted?" 
"Yeah. I'm going to the bedroom to watch TV and take a 
shower before we leave." He turned toward Emily, "Don't be 
late like you were last time. You need to be ready to leave 
by six-thirty, or we're going to leave without you." 
"Emily, we're not going to leave without you. You need 
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to go, so just be ready by six-thirty," her mom said after 
her dad had disappeared down the hallway. 
"Fine." Because she had been going to Teddy's football 
games since she was two and he was in pee-wee football, she 
wasn't excited about going. Plus, the whole town showed up 
to see him play, and she knew he wouldn't even know if she 
went or not. 
"Emily, will you please unload the dishwasher? I need 
to go curl my hair and fix my make-up." 
Emily thought her mom's bleached-blonde hair looked 
like it normally did. 
"Can I come watch?" Molly asked. 
"Sure," Emily's mom replied. 
Emily stood in the kitchen, dried the dishes and put 
them away. She wondered if Sammy or Josh would be there. 
She doubted they would, though, because the Windels never 
went to football games, and Josh's family went sometimes, 
but he probably would have told her if he were going. Plus, 
they never really hung around each other as much at school. 
Josh had his group of school friends, Sammy had his, and she 
had hers. It had always just been that way. Emily thought 
she remembered her friend, Kelly, saying something about 
going at lunch. Emily finished drying the dishes and called 
Kelly's house. 
"Hello, Kelly?" 
"Yeah? Is this Emily?" 
"Yes. Are you going to the game tonight?" 
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"Yeah. I just called Alice. She said she was going. I 
was just about to call you, but my mom was on the phone 
forever." Kelly snapped her gum into the phone. 
"Well, I guess I'll see you there, then." 
"Okay, and don't let me forget to tell you what I heard 
about Dawn Cannon. It 's rea 11 y funny. " 
"Okay. I'll meet you at the bleachers. Bye." 
Emily breathed a sigh of relief as she hung up the 
phone. At least her friends were going. She still disliked 
the football games, because her dad always seemed to be 
yelling at the ref, her sister who was the only junior 
cheerleader would be obnoxiously cute, her brother--the star 
football player and wide receiver--usually managed to bring 
spectators to their feet, and her mother would be so 
impressed with everyone except her. 
"Are you going to be ready in ten minutes, Emily?" 
Emily could hear her mom approaching. 
"Yes," Emily said. She quickly ducked around the 
opposite corner of the kitchen so her mom wouldn't see her 
dirty white tennis shoes, old clothes, and uncombed hair. 
Emily took off her old shoes and cut-offs and pulled on 
a pair of jeans and new tennis shoes. She changed into a 
clean t-shirt and tied her new hunter-green sweatshirt 
around her waist. She walked into the bathroom she shared 
with Teddy and Molly. Quickly, she ran a comb through her 
wavy, sandy-blonde hair, put it in a loose ponytail to keep 
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it out of her face, and scrubbed her face and hands. She 
placed her comb back in her drawer full of make-up her mom 
had given her. It would have been the envy of every other 
eighth-grade girl, but Emily thought it was too much of a 
hassle and she looked more like herself without it. 
"We're getting in the car, Emily," her dad yelled 
through the bathroom door. 
"I'm ready," she said, stepping out of the bathroom. 
"May I have some money for candy?" 
Emily's mom approached. "Ted, did she just ask for 
money for candy?" 
"Yes." 
"She doesn't need any money for candy. She ate enough 
for dinner." 
"Emily, just go get in the car. We're going to be 
late. Candy will rot your teeth, anyway." 
Emily felt irritated. She quickly went into her room 
and grabbed a dollar out of her desk drawer. Her friends 
would be getting candy, and she didn't want to be left out. 
Her mom would be too worried over whether or not Molly's 
hair held out until the end of the game to even notice if 
she had bought something to eat. 
"Come on, Emily!" Molly demanded from the hallway. She 
was in her perfectly pressed cheerleading uniform, a 
miniature version of what the high-school girls wore. She 
had a bright blue ribbon tied at the end of the braid to 
match her blue and white uniform. 
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"I'm ready, Molly. Don't get so excited; they wouldn't 
dare start without you." 
Emily flipped off her bedroom light and headed for the 
car. Her dad was putting some blankets in the trunk, but 
her mom wasn't even in the garage yet. She opened the door, 
climbed into the back seat, and waited in the darkness for 
the rest of the family to get in. 
Emily's dad turned the radio to the local station so 
they could listen to the end of the junior-varsity game on 
the way to the high school. 
"Momma, will you practice the school song with me one 
last time?" Molly whined from the back seat. 




Emily knew Molly's being picked as the junior 
cheerleader only fed the fire. Tradition stated that one of 
the varsity-football player's younger sisters would get 
chosen by the varsity cheerleaders. Since half of the 
cheerleaders were in love with Teddy, their pick wasn't a 
surprise. 
" ... To our colors we will be true. Blue and White will 
fight hard for you. Love and faith and loyalty we will 
pledge to our Hoopeston High .... " Both her mom and Molly 
were flailing their arms around in the dark car to practice 
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the arm movements. 
Emily tried to block out the singing, while her dad 
increased the volume on the radio. She wished they would 
just get there so she could find her friends and get away 
from her family. 
I I I. 
"Emily, make sure you meet us at the end of the 
bleachers right after the game," her mom said. 
"And watch the game. I don't want to see you just 
walking around the whole time," her dad said. 
"I'll meet you right after the game. I promise." 
Emily was thankful to be rid of them. Because Kelly had 
orange hair that was easy to pick out in a crowd, Emily 
quickly spotted her sitting with her parents in the center 
of the last set of bleachers. She weaved her way through 
the crowd and over to them. 
"Hi , Ke 11 y. " 
"Hi. Let's go sit down over there. I'll see you after 
the game, Mom." Kelly spoke quickly and seemed like she was 
also in a hurry to get away from her parents. 
"Okay. You girls behave." Mrs. Martin's nose was 
buried in the program. Her once orange hair had faded to a 
rusty brown. Kelly didn't respond to her mom and turned to 
walk down the bleachers. 
"We will, Mrs. Martin," Emily said. 
Kelly led Emily down the bleachers and plopped down in 
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an area most fans avoided because the view of the field was 
obstructed by a large light post. Emily sat next to her. 
"When will Alice get here?" Emily asked. 
"She should be here pretty soon." Kelly blew a big 
pink bubble and sucked it in with a loud pop. "I think 
Alice likes Mike Ross, but she won't admit it," Kelly 
whispered. 
"Really? Why do you think that?" Emily asked 
suspiciously. 
"Because Becky Merritt told Sara Davy who told me that 
Alice passed him a note in last-hour science." Kelly raised 
her eyebrows knowingly. 
Emily knew from experience she needed to take Kelly 
with a grain of salt. "Well, that doesn't mean she likes 
him. She could have just been asking him if he had an extra 
pen, or maybe it wasn't even from her." 
"Maybe, but I'm usually right about these things." 
Kelly checked the tips of her bright orange fingernails for 
chips. "I think I'm going to ask her tonight and see what 
she says." 
"That's probably a good idea. I hope she gets here 
soon." 
"Me, too. So what did you do after school?" 
"Oh, I just went to Foxwood Park with Josh and Sammy." 
"Really?" 
"Yeah, we tried to get Sammy's new kite to fly. It 
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takes two people; it's pretty difficult." 
"Alice and I need to talk to you about Josh and Sammy." 
"What do you mean?" 
"Just wait until Alice gets here, okay?" Kelly glanced 
around. "Hey, did you hear about Dawn Cannon?" 
"No." 
"Well, I heard she got caught shoplifting a bra from 
Victora's Secret." 
"Really? Did she have to go to jail or something?" 
"I don't know. I'm sure her parents paid the fine, or 
whatever, to get her out of trouble. The funny thing is, it 
was a black bra with fake diamond rhinestones and a lot of 
padding." 
Emily remained skeptical and laughed. "Who told you 
that?" 
"I asked Jill Gregory, her best friend. I guess she 
wanted to wear it for James Mills." 
"So did you find out the size, too?" Emily asked. 
"I think it was a 32B, but I'm not exactly sure. I 
could find out though. I have PE with her." 
Emily rolled her eyes. "I was just joking, Kelly." 
"Oh. It would be interesting to know, though." 
"Hey, there's Alice. I don't think she sees us." 
Emily stood up and waved her hand so Alice would spot them. 
Alice made her way through the bleachers and over to them. 
Emily noticed that Alice had made her dark brown hair 
unusually curly and was wearing a lot of eye make-up. 
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"Hey, guys. How's it going?" Alice asked. 
"Good. I hoped you would make it," Emily said. 
"I know. We almost didn't come because my mom had a 
headache." 
"I like your hair," Emily said. 
"Thanks, it took me forever." 
"I curled my hair, but it didn't seem to look very good 
so I brushed it all out." Kelly motioned to her straight 
orange hair. "Well, sit down, Alice. I have a question to 
ask you." 
"What?" Alice's voice sounded nervous. 
"I heard about you and Mike Ross. Is it true?" Kelly 
asked. 
"Oh, we're just friends," Alice said without making eye 
contact. 
"Tell the truth, Alice. You like him, don't you?" 
"Well, maybe. Why? What did you hear?" Alice asked. 
"I heard you wrote him a note in science." 
"Oh. It's true. I did." Alice seemed somewhat relieved. 
"So, what did the note say?" 
"I responded to his note. He asked me out." Alice 
giggled. 
"Come on, don't leave us hanging. What did you say?" 
Emily wondered if Kelly was salivating. 
Alice took a deep breath. "I said I would go out with 
him. But don't tell anyone. I don't want my sister to find 
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out; she'll tell my parents. But, we're going out." 
"Really?" Kelly asked. 
"Yes." Alice confidently played with one of her curls. 
"Well, congratulations, Alice. I think Mike's nice." 
Emily said. 
"Thanks. I do too. I think he's really hot." 
"So, Emily what's up with you and Josh and Sammy?" 
Kelly turned to Alice. "She was with them again after 
school today." 
"What do you mean?" Emily asked. 
"What's the deal? Everyone keeps saying you like both 
of them," Kelly said. 
"That's not true. You know they're like brothers to 
me." 
"Yeah, right." Kelly laughed loudly. 
"You know, it really doesn't look very good. You 
hanging out with two boys all of the time. People talk," 
Alice said. 
The bleachers began to shake and the girls turned to 
notice the home crowd was on their feet cheering. Emily 
looked at the field and noticed Teddy was jumping around in 
the end zone. Emily turned her attention back towards her 
friends. "What do you mean? What have people said?" she 
yelled over the crowd. 
"That you are dating both of them at the same time," 
Kelly shouted back. 
Emily waited a for a second for the crowd to quiet 
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down. She was shocked at what Kelly had said. "You guys 
know that isn't true. That is the stupidest thing I've ever 
heard. I've grown up with them. We're just good friends." 
"That's what they all say." Alice laughed. 
"Even if you don't like them as boyfriends, which I 
think you do, you have to consider your reputation," Kelly 
said. 
"Why's it bad to be friends with two boys you've known 
your entire life?" 
"People are going to call you a slut if you aren't 
careful. We're your friends, and we're just trying to help 
you out," Kelly said. 
Kelly's words stung Emily's ears. 
"You know we're telling you the truth. It's okay to be 
friends with boys in grade school. But we're in eighth 
grade now. Things are changing," Alice said. 
"It's really hard to get rid of a reputation, too," 
Kelly said. 
Emily was absolutely stunned. "I don't know. I don't 
think people are calling me a slut for being friends with 
Sammy and Josh. Sammy and Josh have never said anything 
about it." Emily could feel her blood pumping. 
"Yeah, but what do they have to worry about? Guys 
aren't called sluts. It won't hurt their reputations," 
Alice said. 
"This is crazy. Sammy's still a little kid, and Josh's 
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like a brother. I just don't believe it." Emily's voice was 
strained and carried a lot of emotion. 
"Just calm down and think about it, don't make a big 
scene. It would be better if you just went out with one of 
them instead of always hanging around with both of them." 
Kelly turned to Alice. "I told you she wouldn't listen to 
reason." 
"Just think about it, Emily." Alice seemed to want to 
smooth things over. "I think I see Mike over by the 
concession stand. Do you guys want to get some Sweetarts or 
something?" 
"I guess, but I can't believe you guys don't believe 
me," Emily muttered. 
"Let's walk around the long way. I want to see if 
Jackie and Kurt are sitting together," Kelly said. 
Emily stood up and followed Alice and Kelly around the 
track that surrounded the field. The temperature had begun 
to drop, and it became especially noticeable to Emily as 
they walked. She slipped on her sweatshirt. 
"Hey, I've never seen that guy before," Kelly said, 
pointing to a lean, but muscular teenage boy walking outside 
the fence. 
"He's probably not from Hoopeston, Kelly. You don't 
know everybody that ever set foot in town," Alice said with 
a laugh. 
"I guess you're right. But, I do know a lot of 
people," Kelly said. 
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Emily was intrigued and stared at the guy as he walked 
by, noticeably uninterested in the action taking place 
inside the fence. His stride was quick and confident. 
"Come on, Emily. We don't know him." 
Emily turned momentarily away from the guy as Kelly 
pulled on the sleeve of her sweatshirt. Emily glanced back 
over her shoulder, but he was gone. 
IV. 
"Good morning, Emily." Her mom's voice sing-songed 
into her bedroom. "I want your room cleaned and your 
homework done before you go outside today." 
Emily glanced at the clock; it was eight-thirty. "I'm 
awake," she hollered back, knowing she had better get up, or 
she would never get everything done before ten o'clock when 
she was going to meet Sammy and Josh. They were going to 
ride their bikes down to Hart Creek and go fishing. Mrs. 
Windel had promised to make them picnic lunches to take 
along. 
Emily didn't usually spend very much time on her 
homework. She could get C's without studying at all, B's if 
she studied a little, and A's if she studied a lot. Even 
though her parents didn't care if she brought home all C's, 
she studied a little so she could get B's. Every once in a 
while she would study hard and get an A if she liked the 
teacher, but if she didn't like the teacher it didn't seem 
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worth the extra effort. 
Emily picked up the green sweatshirt she had worn to 
the football game off the floor and felt sickened when she 
remembered what Kelly and Alice had said about Sammy and 
Josh. She wondered if she should say something to Josh 
about it, but she knew the conversation would make them both 
feel uncomfortable. She hoped Kelly and Alice would get 
occupied with some other bit of gossip and forget about it. 
She would just quit talking about Josh and Sammy around 
them. 
Her room wasn't very messy, but she needed to pick up a 
few clothes and some books she had left lying around, and 
then dust and vacuum. For homework she had to answer some 
questions about a story called The Lottery she had already 
read. Although the story was bizarre, Emily liked it and 
the questions she had to answer weren't very difficult. 
After Emily had finished her homework, she picked up 
the pile of dirty clothes she had collected while cleaning 
and headed for the washing machine. On her way to the 
laundry room, she heard her mom at the kitchen table with 
her best friend, Karen Graham. Every Saturday morning she 
sat at the kitchen table with Karen and drank coffee. They 
were talking in low voices, and even though the small 
laundry room was just off the kitchen, they didn't notice 
her presence. She began to sort her whites from her 
coloreds and place them in their respective plastic baskets. 
"I guess you're right, Karen, there isn't very much I 
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can do about it." 
"Well, you could try talking to Ted," Karen said. 
"I know, but that hasn't been too successful in the 
past. I'm about ready to give up. It isn't a marriage 
anymore. It's just some convenient arrangement. It's only 
convenient for him." 
Emily stood frozen and wide-eyed in the laundry room, 
holding a red t-shirt just above the designated colored-
clothes basket and turned her head to see around the corner. 
She couldn't believe her ears. 
"I know what you mean, Betty. Jim does the same 
things. He thinks since he provides five hundred a week 
that's all he has to do. But it doesn't work that way." 
"But what other option do I have? I can't take care of 
the girls alone. Teddy Jr. will be gone after this year, 
but the girls are my responsibility." Emily's mom let out a 
long sigh and rubbed her fingers on the outside of her 
coffee cup. 
"I know what you mean. How many times have we had this 
conversation? There isn't a good solution. When we try to 
find one, we just get more depressed." 
Emily's mom let out a strange laugh. "I know, I know. 
I just wish good old Dr. White wasn't married to that 
bombshell." 
"Well, there's always hope. What's it up to now? 
Sixty-five percent of marriages end in divorce? The odds 
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are in your favor." Karen took a long drink from her coffee 
cup. 
Emily dropped her red t-shirt into the colored-clothes 
basket; her mom was starting to get up from the table. She 
turned and quickly headed for her bedroom, walking lightly 
on her toes so she wouldn't get in trouble for eavesdroping. 
She softly shut her bedroom door, her stomach in knots. She 
sat down on her carpet and put her back against the door. 
She had always known her parents' marriage wasn't perfect, 
but she couldn't believe how blatant her mom had been in 
discussing it where she could be overheard. Emily knew 
Karen was not a stranger to divorce, and maybe she was 
responsible for what her mom said. But she knew she 
couldn't totally blame it on Karen, because her mom had a 
mind of her own. Maybe her mom wasn't even to blame at all; 
her dad wasn't the easiest person to please. 
v. 
She decided she might as well go for an A on her 
English assignment. At least it would keep her mind off the 
Sammy-and-Josh situation and her parents. She was sitting 
at her desk writing a little more about her general reaction 
to The Lottery when the doorbell rang and she realized it 
was a few minutes after ten o'clock. Quickly, she got up to 
answer to doorbell. 
"Are you ready?" Josh asked through the screen door. 
He was standing at the door with Sammy, and they both had 
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their fishing poles. Their bikes were on her front lawn. 
"Yeah, I'm ready. I just have to get my bike and my 
pole. Do you have the bait?" Emily asked. 
"Yes. I got up this morning and collected some 
worms from under that tire in my backyard," Josh said. 
"Good, I'll meet you outside in a sec." She hurried 
into the kitchen to tell her mom she was leaving. Her mom 
was still in the kitchen with Karen. 
"Mom, my room's clean and my homework's done. I'm 
going down to Hart Creek with Sammy and Josh." 
"What are you going to do for lunch?" 
"Mrs. Windel packed us lunches." 
"Well, from the looks of her, I bet she's a good cook." 
Karen laughed and put her fingers through her bleached-
blonde hair. 
"Can I go, Mom?" Emily asked. 
"Yes, but don't be home too late. I want you home to 
help me with supper." 
"We won't be gone that long." 
Emily hurried into the garage and got her pole and bike 
out. She rode around to the front of the house where Josh 
and Sammy were waiting on their bikes. 
"Finally, I thought you'd never get out here," Josh 
said. 
"Let's go," Sammy said with a smile. He had a cooler 
strapped to the rack on the back of his bike. Sammy was one 
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of the few kids who had a rack on the back of his bike that 
was actually used to carry books to and from the library. 
The ride to Hart Creek was almost two miles. Josh was 
the most reckless bike rider, and he would ride through 
yards, do wheelies and try to jump off curbs or whatever he 
could find. Emily would sometimes join him in riding 
through yards and off curbs, but didn't feel the need to be 
quite as dramatic at the stunts and fell a lot less often. 
Sammy would usually bring up the rear, and he would almost 
always just follow the sidewalk or side of the road in a 
straight line. Mrs. Windel had taken Sammy to a bicycle-
safety class when he was eight and he had been extremely 
cautious since. It took Emily and Josh three weeks that 
summer to convince Sammy to stop using hand signals at every 
corner. 
There was a fairly well-defined path that led to their 
perfect fishing spot, with huge shade trees that kept the 
area cool. An old oak had fallen across the creek and 
provided a perfect seat out of the weeds. 
After baiting their hooks, they climbed out on the tree 
and cast their lines into the water. Sometimes they would 
sit for almost twenty minutes in a comfortable silence. But 
today Emily was bothered by the lack of conversation because 
it allowed what Kelly and Alice had said about her 
reputation to creep into her thoughts. She was out in the 
woods with two boys; she had never thought of it like that 
before. Plus, she couldn't believe what her mom said about 
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her dad and Dr. White to Karen. Emily recast her line. 
"So what did your mom pack us for lunch?" Emily asked. 
"I'm not sure. She wanted it to be a surprise. But I 
bet there are chocolate-chip cookies because she made some 
last night." 
"Are you already hungry, Emily?" Josh asked. 
"I don't know. I guess I'm just bored." 
"You're never bored any other time we go fishing. 
We've only been here about fifteen minutes," Josh said. 
"I know. I guess it's just too quiet or something." 
"What do you mean, Emily?" Sammy asked. 
"I just don't like the quiet today," Emily snapped. 
"I thought it was a good kind of quiet, but we can talk 
if you want to," Sammy said. 
Josh reeled in his line. "Hold this." Josh handed his 
pole to Sammy. He stood up on the tree and took off his t-
shirt. "I'll make some noise for you." He screamed at the 
top of his lungs and jumped into the slowly flowing creek. 
"Jump in, you guys, the water's warm." Josh was splashing in 
the chest-high water. 
"Well, you've already scared all of the fish away. Do 
you promise the water's warm?" Emily asked. She was still 
in a slightly bad mood and didn't know if she wanted to get 
all wet, but it looked like a good way to keep her mind off 
things. 
"It feels great. Come on, Em, Sammy, jump in. It's 
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more fun than fishing any day. I don't know why we never 
got in before." 
"What if there's glass or something on the bottom?" 
Sammy asked. 
"There's not. But just leave your tennis shoes on. 
They'll dry out." 
"Well, here goes nothing," Emily said as she set her 
fishing pole down on the log and stood up. She plunged into 
the water below. 
"The water does feel good." Emily wiped a few stands 
of her hair out of her face. "Jump in, Sammy." 
"Okay, but I hope we don't get into trouble for this." 
Sammy carefully reeled in his line, set his pole along with 
Josh's pole down on the log. He removed his glasses and his 
shirt, delicately placed his glasses in his shirt pocket, 
and carefully jumped in. "Wow, the water is warmer than I 
thought it would be." 
"Let's race. We'll race from the branch over there. 
The first one to touch the tree we were fishing from wins, 
okay?" Josh asked. 
"Okay," Emily said. 
"I guess," Sammy said, reluctantly. 
The group swam over to the tree branch Josh had pointed 
to and lined up to race about fifty yards to the oak. "I'll 
count to three," Josh said. "One, two, three!" They began 
swimming as quickly as possible for the oak. Josh and Emily 
were fighting for the lead and Sammy was surprisingly close 
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behind. 
"And the photo finish winner is Josh Nichols! The 
crowd goes wild." Josh raised his arms in victory. 
"Josh, it was too close to call. Maybe we should go 
again and have Sammy start the race." 
"Sammy, will you start a race between Em and me? I 
guess Emily thinks I need a witness to my victory," Josh 
said. 
"You guys, I think I might be hurt," Sammy said. 
Emily and Josh quickly turned to look at Sammy. There 
was a trickle of bright red blood flowing down his cheek 
that seemed to refuse to be diluted by the water. 
Emily tried to remain calm as she rushed over to him. 
"Sammy, can you get out of the water? You must get out of 
the water." 
"I think I can. My forehead really hurts." 
Emily caught a glimpse of a piece of silver in the side 
of Sammy's forehead. "Josh, get the knife out of the tackle 
box. Sammy's been caught by one of the fishing hooks." 
"Emily, there's a fishhook in my forehead?" Sammy 
asked. His face turned even whiter. 
"Yes, but you'll be okay. Josh will cut the line, and 
then we'll get you home. I promise you'll be okay." Emily 
grabbed Sammy by the arm and encouraged him toward the bank. 
"There's so much blood." The blood was quickly running 
out of Sammy's forehead, refusing to clot. His eyebrow 
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couldn't hold the blood out of his left eye, and Sammy had 
to keep wiping it away with his fingers. 
"I found the knife," Josh said. "Here, Sammy, use my 
shirt to wipe away the blood." Josh grabbed his dry t-shirt 
off the log. 
"Josh. you aren't planning to cut it out, are you?" 
Sammy asked nervously. His wide eyes were beginning to f-ill 
with tears. 
"No, I will just cut the line, so we can get you home 
without causing further damage." 
"I knew I shouldn't have jumped in. Stuff like this 
always happens to me," Sammy said. Emily sensed panic in 
Sammy's voice. "Where are my glasses? I can't even see; I 
need my glasses." 
"We'll get your glasses in a second, Sammy. Be still," 
Emily instructed. 
"Ok, Em, hold the line by Sammy's face so I don't pull 
on it by accident when I cut it," Josh said. 
Sammy closed his eyes tightly and took a deep breath. 
Emily secured both of her hands firmly on the line. "Okay, 
I have it tight. Don't move, Sammy. Hold still. Okay, cut 
it, Josh." 
Josh swiftly cut the line; although there was still 
about twelve inches connected to the hook, Sammy was freed 
from the pole. 
"Is it cut?" Sammy asked. 
"Yes, it's cut," Josh said. 
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"I'll get your glasses for you." Emily climbed up in 
the log and got Sammy's glasses. 
Sammy slowly put on his glasses. "Now I know how the 
fish feel." The mood lightened only long enough for each of 
them to flash a smile. 
"Sammy, can ride your bike back home?" Josh asked. 
"I don't know. I feel kinda sick to my stomach. But I 
guess I can try," Sammy said. 
"We'll help you, Sammy. If it gets too bad, I'll knock 
on someone's door to ask if we can use their phone to call 
your mom, okay?" Josh said. 
"What should we do about all of the stuff?" Sammy 
asked. 
"We'll leave the poles and everything here for now. 
Josh and I'll come back later to get them," Emily said. 
Josh pulled Sammy's bike and his own bike through the 
woods, up to the road. Emily helped Sammy and pulled her 
bike. Josh's white t-shirt was spotted with blood. 
Sammy's face was streaked with blood, and he had it under 
his fingernails. Emily tried to convince herself Sammy 
really looked worse than he was. 
Sammy got on his bike and started pedaling the two 
miles back to his house. 
"Sammy, if you get too tired, tell us. We can stop and 
call, or I can give my bike to Emily, and I can walk along 
side of you and push you home," Josh said. 
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"I think I'm okay if we go pretty slow. I can't 
believe all the blood," Sammy said. 
Josh glanced at Emily, and she saw the nervousness in 
his face. Sammy was right, there was a lot of blood. 
Because there was so much blood, she wondered if the hook 
had caught a vein. Emily watched Sammy closely for any sign 
of dizziness. "Maybe we should stop and call, Josh," Emily 
said. 
"We're just a mile away. I think we can get to my house 
faster than we could call my mom to get to us." Sammy 
seemed to have his mind set upon making it home. 
"He's probably right, Em," Josh said. "We'll be to 
Sammy's house in less than ten minutes." 
The seven and a half minutes it took to reach Sammy's 
house was the longest seven and a half minutes of Emily's 
life. She hadn't seen so much blood at once in all of her 
thirteen years. Her head began to swim as she realized the 
possibility Sammy's cut could be extremely serious. At 
least the hook had missed his eye. The situation weighed 
heavy on her shoulders. 
Mrs. Windel was in the backyard hanging crisp white 
sheets on the clothes line when they finally arrived at 
Sammy's. It was a Saturday, so she wasn't babysitting the 
twins like she usually was. She had her back to them, and 
Emily could hear her cheerfully humming. 
"Mom?" Sammy asked. 
Mrs. Windel turned around, surprised to hear Sammy's 
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voice. "Sammy, what happened?" 
"I got stuck by a fishhook. Do you think you can get 
it out?" 
"Oh, goodness no, Sammy. We need to get you to a 
doctor right away. Josh, go tell Mr. Windel to get my 
purse. He's in the front room." 
Emily saw the deep concern on Mrs. Windel's face, and 
she felt responsible for letting Sammy get hurt. Even 
though she knew she wasn't his baby-sitter or anything, she 
felt guilty. Mrs. Windel ushered Sammy to the car. 
"What happened, Kendra?" Mr. Windel burst out of the 
house. He was wearing tan shorts and a polo shirt, and he 
had Mrs. Windel's purse in his hand. 
"Sammy got caught by a fishhook. I'm taking him to the 
emergency room." 
Mr. Windel handed over her purse. Sammy got in the 
front seat and they quickly pulled out of the drive. Josh 
and Emily watched the car quickly speed down the road until 
it was out of view. 
"Why don't you kids go on home." 
"We need to go get Mrs. Windel's lunch basket, the 
poles and tackle box," Josh said. 
"Were you down at Hart Creek where I take Sammy fishing 
sometimes?" 
"Yes, sir," Josh said. 
"I'll drive down there and pick up your things. You 
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two go on home and put on some dry clothes. I'll bring your 
poles by your houses shortly." Mr. Windel wiped beads of 
sweat off his forehead with the front of his shirt, ruining 
his normally neat appearance. 
Because Emily had been so worried about Sammy, she had 
forgotten how bad they looked; her hair was still wet, her 
clothes soaked and clinging to her body. Josh was shirtless 
and water dripped down his legs from his wet jean shorts. 
"Thanks, Mr. Windel," Josh said. "But are you sure you 
want to?" 
"Yes. Go on home. Don't worry about Sammy, he'll be 
fine." 
"We're sorry, Mr. Windel," Emily said. 
Mr. Windel didn't say anything and walked back into the 
house. His lack of response surprised Emily because he was 
ordinarily cheerful and friendly and acted very much like a 
grown Sammy. 
"Do you think he's mad?" Emily whispered. 
"No, he's probably just worried," Josh said. 
Emily glanced at Josh and then got on her bike and rode 
the half a block home. She quietly stepped into the 
backdoor trying to remain unnoticed; she wasn't in the mood 
to explain the story to anyone. Grabbing clean clothes out 
of her drawer, she headed for the bathroom. She wanted to 
shower and wash her hair. She noticed a drop of dried blood 
on the tip of her tennis shoe and hoped Sammy would be okay. 
After showering, Emily sat down at her desk and 
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pretended to herself she could actually focus on her English 
homework. She was anxious to hear about how Sammy was 
doing, and hoped the Windels weren't mad at her or Josh for 
letting Sammy swim in Hart Creek. 
She heard a knock at her door. "I didn't even know you 
were home, Emily. Well anyway, Mr. Windel dropped by your 
fishing pole. Why don't you go put it away in the garage?" 
her mom asked. 
Emily stood up and faced her mom. "Did he say anything 
about Sammy?" 
"No, he just said he needed to return the fishing pole. 
I was on the phone, so I didn't really talk to him." 
"Oh, okay." Emily took the pole from her. She was 
surprised Mr. Windel hadn't said anything about how Sammy 
was feeling. As Emily was taking her fishing pole out to 
the garage, she noticed her line had been cut, her hook 
gone. Emily's heart sank and her stomach twisted as she 
remembered jumping in without reeling in her line. It had 
been her carelessness that caused Sammy's pain. She spent 
the rest of the afternoon fighting back the tears in her 
room and trying to get rid of the gigantic lump in her 
throat. She tried to call Josh to see if he had heard from 
Sammy, but she just got the answering machine. She 
desperately wanted to know how Sammy was, but she felt too 
scared to call the Windels. 
After what seemed like days, the phone rang. "I'll get 
35 
it," Emily shouted as she jumped up from her bed. "Hello?" 
"Hello, Emily?" Sammy's voice sounded weak. 
"Yes. Hi, Sammy. I'm very glad you called. How are 
you doing? Are you okay? Did it hurt really bad?" 
"Well, the shots hurt. But when they cut out the hook 
and the stitches it was just like a dull pulling feeling." 
"Does it hurt now?" 
"A little. I'm mostly tired." 
Emily felt slightly relieved. "May I come over and see 
you?" 
"Better not. My mom doesn't even want me on the phone. 
She said I needed to stay in the rest of the weekend. She 
said I could see you Monday at school." 
"Is she mad at me?" 
"No, I think both of my parents are just scared." 
"Oh, I'm really sorry, Sammy." She took a deep breath. 
"It was my hook." 
"It's okay. It was an accident. It's not your fault." 
"I think it's my fault, and I'm really sorry." 
"Don't worry about it. I'm fine. My mom's telling me 
to get off the phone. I gotta go." 




She hung up the phone. The sense of peace she had 
expected did not come over her. In fact, she almost felt 
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worse and wished Sammy was mad at her because it would have 
been easier to deal with. The rest of the weekend seemed to 
drag by, and her mom finally noticed her depressed state at 
Sunday dinner. But before she had to tell everyone why she 
was in such a bad mood, her dad said, "Betty, it's just her 
hormones; leave her alone." Although Emily knew she was 
bothered by a lot more than hormones, she was thankful she 
wasn't forced to respond. 
VI. 
Emily was on her bed trying to read James and the 
Giant Peach to herself how Mrs. Windel would have read it to 
Sammy, but it wasn't working because the book seemed 
unrealistic. Emily's mom walked into her bedroom, searching 
through her purse. She pulled out a nail file and began 
filing her thumb nail. 
"Emily, your dad and I are going to the bowling alley 
and we're dropping off Molly at Sue's. You know you're not 
allowed to leave this house. Behave yourself." 
"Where's Teddy at?" 
"He went over to Monica's house. We'll be home at 
eight-thirty." She put the file back in her purse and 
turned to leave. 
"Okay, good-bye," Emily said. She was thankful she 
would have the house to herself, even if it was just for a 
few hours. Although she wondered if she should call Josh 
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and Sammy and have them come by for a visit, she didn't pick 
up the phone because she still felt guilty over the fishing 
hook. Plus Sammy's mom had said she didn't want him to do 
anything until Monday. She wondered if Alice and Kelly 
would hear about what happened and say something about it to 
her. 
Emily walked into the kitchen and got out a bag of 
potato chips. They were kept in the cabinet above the 
refrigerator and only meant for Teddy and her dad. But she 
knew her mom would never know the difference because she 
never ate them. 
Emily sat down on the couch and began to methodically 
flip through the channels on the television. She wondered 
if her mom was serious about wanting to divorce her dad and 
marry Dr. White. Even if her mom was talking about Dr. 
White as a joke, it was clear to Emily she was very unhappy 
in the marriage. She couldn't believe how angry her dad 
could get at her mom over little things. Emily's mind 
wasn't at rest enough to even watch TV and she flipped it 
off. 
She grabbed the bag of chips and went outside to get 
some fresh air and hopefully forget about Josh and Sammy and 
her mom and dad. Her backyard wasn't very big, but there 
was an old maple and a picnic table that had often provided 
a haven when she couldn't calm her nerves. A refreshingly 
cool breeze helped to calm her nerves. 
She reclined fully on the top of the picnic table and 
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continued to munch on the potato chips. Her fourth-grade 
teacher had told her it was unsafe to eat while on your 
back, and even if you didn't choke, you would still cause 
unneeded trauma to your digestive system. But Emily had 
done it so many times before, she felt like her body had 
somehow become accustomed to the strange position. She 
pulled her hair up and let it fall off the edge of the 
picnic table so she wouldn't get greasy chip crumbs in it. 
"Is that what people do around here for fun?" 
Emily sat up on the picnic table, startled to hear a 
voice so close to her; she hadn't heard anyone approaching. 
A guy was leaning against her fence. 
"What?" Emily asked, unsure of how to respond to him. 
He looked oddly familiar. 
"I guess that isn't a decent introduction. My name's 
Steve Banks. My dad and I are the ones who just moved in 
behind you." 
Emily remembered Steve's name from her parents' 
conversation at dinner. "Oh," she said sitting up. She 
turned to face Steve. "Uh, my name's Emily. Emily 
Stevenson." She felt chip crumbs around her mouth and 
quickly brushed them off. She recalled seeing Steve outside 
the fence at the football game. 
"Do you like living here?" he asked. 
"Yeah. I mean, I guess. I haven't exactly lived 
anywhere else." 
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"You mean you lived in Hoopeston your entire life?" 
"Yeah. It's not so bad. I guess. I mean, once you 
get used to it." Her palms felt surprisingly sweaty and she 
wondered why she felt nervous. Steve was attractive, and 
his voice strong and low. Emily didn't think he seemed like 
trash at all. 
"I don't know. I don't think people are all that 
friendly around here, if you know what I mean." 
"I guess not. My parents know pretty much everyone, so 
I guess people are pretty friendly to me." 
"Maybe it's just because we don't know anyone except my 
Aunt Peggy, and she doesn't seem to be very social." 
"She works at American Can, doesn't she?" 
Steve nodded. "Yeah, she got my dad hired on." 
"That's good. It's supposed to be one of the highest 
paying factories in the county. Does your dad like it?" 
"I guess. He doesn't say much." 
"Oh." Emily didn't know what else to say. 
like school?" 
"Uh, do you 
"Well, it's about a tenth of the size of my old school. 
But it seems okay. No one's very friendly, but that's fine 
with me. I don't need friends here because I have friends 
from Decatur who will come and visit me." 
"I think people will be nicer once you get a chance to 
know them. I really do. You just have to give them a 
chance." Emily almost felt a little sorry for Steve. 
"I guess. Everyone around here thinks they're so 
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tough, but they haven't seen anything. My old high school 
had guards and metal detectors. At the end of last year a 
kid got stabbed. This snobbish crap isn't nothing compared 
to what I've seen." Steve ran his hand through his mousey 
brown hair. 
Emily's eyes widened. "Gosh, I bet you're glad to get 
away from your old high school." 
"Not really. I mean, it didn't scare me. I know how 
to take care of myself." 
"Oh," Emily said, again lost for words. 
"But, that's something someone your age wouldn't even 
need to worry about." He smiled. 
"What do you mean?" She felt defensive. 
"Oh, nothing," he said apologetically. "Well, I better 
get back into the house. I've got some shit to do. But 
from what I've seen, you're the most friendly person in all 
of Hoopeston." He stepped back from the fence. 
"Not that friendliness matters to you though, right?" 
Emily was shocked by her own comment. 
"You might be all right, yet, little girl. See you, 
Emily." He turned and walked into his house without turning 
around. He let the screen door slam behind him. 
"Emily stared after him. "Yeah, see you around," she 
muttered under her breath, wishing he hadn't called her 
"little girl." She was puzzled by Steve and didn't know 
exactly how to react to his good looks. Josh and Sammy were 
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really the only two boys who ever paid any attention to her, 
and they acted quite differently from the way Steve did. 
She quickly folded up the bag of chips and walked into her 
house. She took one quick glance back to Steve's yard 
before letting her own screen door slam. 
VII. 
Emily arrived at school twenty minutes early on Monday 
morning; she sat on a swing and waited for Sammy and Josh to 
get to school. The air was crisp, everything covered in a 
light dampness. She gently rocked back and forth, listening 
to the faint creaking sound of the rusty chains. She knew 
even if Sammy looked perfectly normal, she would still feel 
guilty. Finally, she spotted Josh walking up to the 
building. He had his red backpack over his shoulder. 
"Josh!" Emily yelled across the playground. 
Josh turned in response to her voice. "Hey, Emily. 
Have you seen Sammy?" Josh began to approach her. 
"No, have you?" 
"No. I wanted to get here a little early, so I could 
see him before class," Josh said. 
"Me, too. He'll be here today, won't he?" she asked. 
"Yeah, I think so." 
"I feel really bad, Josh." 
"I know you do. I feel bad, too." 
"Yeah, but I'm the one who's responsible for him 
getting hurt," Emily said. 
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"It could have been anyone's hook, Em. Plus, I was the 
one who jumped in first. I should be the one who feels 
gu i 1 t y. n 
Emily was a little surprised Josh already knew it was 
her hook. "You only jumped in because I didn't want it 
quiet." 
"Em, it isn't your fault; it isn't anyone's fault. It 
just happened." 
"I don't believe that. I could have gotten him in the 
eye, you know. You know how close it was to his eye?" 
Josh seemed to get serious and looked straight at her. 
"But it didn't get him in the eye, Emily. It didn't. He'll 
be okay. You need to be easier on yourself." 
"I don't know. I still feel really bad." She looked 
down at her tennis shoes. 
"There he is; let's go and meet him. Don't act all 
depressed when you see him because it'll just make him feel 
bad for getting hurt." 
"I won't," she whispered. 
After picking up her school bag, Emily walked with Josh 
to meet Sammy at the corner of the school yard. He looked 
pretty normal aside from the big white bandage across his 
forehead. 
"Hi. guys. How are you doing?" 
"How are you, Sammy? Emily asked. 
"I'm okay. I'd show you my stitches, but I have to 
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keep them covered. But I bet you can see them sometime 
before I get them out. I' 11 have them for two weeks." 
"Does it hurt?" Josh asked. 
"Not too bad." 
"I'm really sorry, Sammy," Emily said. She avoided 
Josh's glance because she had promised not to act upset 
about it. 
"You shouldn't be sorry, Emily. It was my own bad 
luck," Sammy said. 
Sammy was sweet, and he looked goofy, but cute standing 
there with his rusty red hair, thick glasses, big bandage, 
skinny legs and lunch box. Emily smiled slightly. 
"We have about fifteen minutes before the bell rings. 
I challenge both of you to see who can get the highest in a 
swing first," Josh said. 
"I'll do it, but I know you'll beat me," Sammy said. 
"Oh, Sammy, you always say that," Emily said. 
While Emily was walking back over to the swings, she 
caught a glimpse of Steve out of the corner of her eye. She 
hesitated as the name "little girl" flashed through her 
mind. "Uh, guys, I just remembered I need to go to work on 
my math homework, I'll catch you later." 
"Hey, you realize that would be a forfeit, don't you?" 
Josh asked. 
"Yeah, I guess. That's fine," Emily said as she turned 
to walk up towards the building. She knew if Steve saw her 
in a swinging contest with two young-looking boys, he would 
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forever consider her his little-girl neighbor. She didn't 
necessarily want to talk to Steve because she wasn't sure 
what she would say, so she avoided his path and hurried into 
the building. 
VIII. 
Just before Emily's last-hour PE class, she found a 
note stuck in her locker. She quickly unfolded it and read 
the message that was written in flowery handwriting. 
Emily, 
Hey, What's up? Not much here! Don't forget to 
meet Alice and me at Dairy Queen right after 
school. We will meet at our picnic table. We 
need to talk to you! Don't talk to anyone until 
you talk to us! 
Love ya, 
Kelly 
Emily wondered if Kelly had heard something about her 
parents. Karen, her mom's best friend, was Kelly's aunt. 
It wouldn't have been the first time Kelly had learned 
something through Karen. It could be nothing, though; Kelly 
often over-dramatized things. She hoped it wasn't about 
Sammy and Josh. 
Emily spent her PE class repeatedly chasing a ping-pong 
ball across the gym floor. Her assigned competition, Mary 
Peppmuller, just stood there with her mouth partially open 
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and didn't even attempt to hit the ball or chase after it. 
Emily hated when her PE teacher arranged competitions 
because she usually ended up with the most annoying 
partners. 
After PE, Emily hurried to her locker to get her school 
bag, double-checking for her five-dollar bill. She was 
starving because all her mom had packed in her lunch was an 
orange, celery sticks, and about five saltine crackers. Her 
mom seemed very paranoid about her gaining weight. 
As Emily walked the half-block to Dairy Queen, she 
noticed Kelly and Alice were already seated at the far 
picnic table. She became increasingly curious about what 
they were going to talk to her about. 
"Hey, Emily, what took you so long?" Kelly asked. 
"I don't know; I didn't think I took that long. 
Remember I have to walk to my locker all the way from the 
gym, whereas you guys just have to walk from the speech 
room." 
"I guess you're right. Hey, did ya get my note?" Kelly 
asked as she shoved a fry into her mouth. 
"Yes, I found it. Let me go order; I'll be right 
back." Emily knew she was only delaying the inevitable. 
She opened the heavy door and was greeted by a burst of cold 
air. The restaurant was beginning to become filled with 
high-school and junior-high students. Emily approached the 
counter and was greeted by a gray-haired woman. 
"Welcome to Dairy Queen. May I take your order?" 
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"Sure. May I please have a peanut-buster parfait?" 
"Yes, one moment please." The woman quickly turned 
from the counter. 
Emily watched a moment as the woman began to fix her 
ice cream. She then turned and glanced through the huge 
glass windows in the front of the restaurant. She could see 
Kelly and Alice in an intense conversation about something 
and that sent a chill up her spine. The woman returned to 
the counter with Emily's peanut-buster parfait, and Emily 
quickly handed over her five-dollar bill. She received a 
fistful of ones and change and pushed through the doors. 
She felt a damp and warm stream of air. A butterfly flipped 
around in her stomach as she sat down at the red picnic 
table. She placed a spoonful of ice cream and fudge in her 
mouth, desperately trying not to act too fidgety in front of 
them. 
Kelly turned to face Alice. "Do you want me to tell 
her, or do you want to?" 
"You can tell her," Alice said. She was neatly 
arranging pickles on her hamburger. 
"Well, have you heard the rumor going around about 
you?" Kelly asked. 
"No, what rumor?" Emily began to feel her palms sweat. 
She froze with her red spoon in the air and stared at Kelly. 
"Well, everyone has been saying that you, Sammy and 
Josh all went skinny dipping at Hart Creek on Saturday 
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morning and that Sammy get caught by a fishhook when all 
three of you were wrestling around in the water," Kelly 
said. 
"Why didn't you listen to us on Friday night, Emily?" 
Alice sighed. 
"You guys don't really believe the rumor. I mean 
really--you know me better than that," Emily said. She 
looked down at her parfait and realized she'd suddenly lost 
her appetite 
"You can tell us the truth, Emily. We won't say 
anything to anyone else. You just have to stay away from 
them so your reputation doesn't get worse," Kelly said. 
Kelly's words seemed fabricated to Emily, and she wasn't 
buying the fact she was genuinely concerned. 
"Yeah, we'll tell everyone we know it isn't true. But 
tell us what really went on," Alice said, leaning toward 
Emi 1 y. 
Emily felt her face grow hot. "I can't believe you 
guys. Nothing went on! We went fishing. We jumped in the 
creek with our clothes on. We raced, and that's when Sammy 
got caught by the fishhook. Josh and I rode next to him to 
make sure he got home safely, and then Mrs. Windel took him 
to the hospital for stitches. That's all. I promise." 
Emily could tell Kelly and Alice preferred the rumor to the 
truth and it infuriated her. 
"So where do you think this rumor started from, Emily? 
Someone wouldn't just make up something like that," Alice 
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said as she picked at the crust of her onion rings. 
"I don't know. Maybe someone saw us riding through 
town. Josh and Sammy had their shirts off. But that was 
just because Sammy got hurt and he didn't take the time to 
put his back on. Plus, Josh gave his shirt to Sammy to stop 
the blood." 
Kelly rolled her eyes and shoved a handful of fries 
covered in ketchup into her mouth. Emily noticed Kelly had 
gotten the ketchup under two of her fingernails. 
"Emily, you have to admit that looks really bad. You 
just said yourself that both Sammy and Josh had their shirts 
off. Did you take your shirt off too?" Kelly asked 
callously. She licked the ketchup off her fingers. 
"No, of course not. You have to believe me!" Emily 
felt the tears coming fast. She couldn't understand how 
Kelly and Alice could believe the stupid rumor about her. 
Her throat began to get so tight her breathing became 
labored. She turned her head away so she could disguise her 
tears and quickly wipe them away. 
"You have to stay away from them. I can't risk people 
thinking I'm a slut because I hang out with you," Alice said 
coldly. 
"That's right, Emily. We can't risk our reputations," 
Kelly said. 
"But I have been close friends with them since I can 
remember." Emily's voice weakened. "I can't understand why 
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you won't believe me." She looked down at her melting ice 
cream. 
"Just stay away from them, Emily. Especially Josh," 
Kelly said. 
"But who was saying I went skinny dipping with them? I 
want to know who started this rumor?" Emily's voice became 
stronger. A woman sitting at the next picnic table with 
three small children turned and glared at her, and she felt 
embarrassed. 
"Emily, it's all over school, trust me. Melissa Rundle 
said she heard it a bunch of times," Kelly said. 
"This is the stupidest thing I've ever heard." Emily 
didn't think anyone in their right mind really believed the 
rumor, and she was irritated at Kelly and Alice for 
believing it. However, she remembered the playground 
situation and knew hanging out with Sammy and Josh would 
make her seem childish to Steve. "I don't know. I just 
don't see it ... I guess I could quit spending so much time 
with them. I mean, just unt i 1 this thing blows over." 
"That's what we needed to hear. 
your senses," Kelly said. 
I'm glad you came to 
Alice wadded up her napkin and tossed it into her empty 
paper carton. "She's right, you know. Boy's are not worth 
your reputation." 
"Yeah," Emily said. She had always just thought of 




Emily was sitting in the living room watching TV when 
her mom entered and clicked it off. "Emily, I need to talk 
to you in my bedroom." Her voice sounded very serious. 
Emily wondered if she was going to tell her she was 
going to divorce her dad or get separated or something. But 
she seriously doubted Dr. White would have proposed on a 
Monday, and her mom had told Karen she couldn't make it on 
her own. 
She followed her mom into her parents' bedroom and her 
mom quickly closed the door behind her. 
"Please sit down on the bed, Emily." 
very upset and her voice sounded irritated. 
beginning to wonder what she had done wrong. 
Her mom looked 
Emily was 
She gingerly 
sat down on the corner of the bed; her mom sat down and 
faced her. 
"What's the matter?" Emily could barely stand the 
suspense. She began to trace the floral pattern on the 
comforter with her index finger, and she could feel her 
mom's gaze on the top of her head. 
"I heard some troubling news from your brother today. 
He said he heard some girls in the high-school cafeteria 
talking about you." 
Emily couldn't believe what she thought she was about 
to hear, but she kept her head lowered to avoid eye contact. 
"What where they saying about me?" 
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"They were saying your relationships with Sammy and 
Josh were no longer just friendships. Now, I know you have 
been friends with them a long time, but it's not good for 
the reputation of this family." 
Emily looked up, made eye contact. "What do you mean? 
You know it isn't true. You see me with Josh and Sammy all 
the time. You have to know it's just a rumor." Her face 
became hot; she was furious her mom would believe the stupid 
rumor. 
"Emily, you may not understand why right now, but I 
don't want you to spend time with Josh or Sammy. It's for 
your own good. It's very hard to change a reputation in a 
small town, and you don't need to be getting a bad one at 
age thirteen." Her mom seemed to be faking concern. She 
lightly touched her bleached-blonde hair. 
"Well, it sounds like you think I've already ruined my 
reputation. What does it matter now?" 
"I know the rumor's probably untrue, but I've been 
meaning to talk to you about this for months now. Hearing 
the rumor only prompted this conversation. You should start 
acting like a young lady. I see you out playing with those 
boys, and you get as dirty and sweaty as they do. I thought 
you would start acting more lady-like once the school year 
started, but you haven't." She crossed her arms. 
"So?" Emily knew she sounded like a smart-aleck. 
"Boys don't like girls who beat them at games. You're 
becoming too rough for a thirteen-year-old girl. Just look 
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at your arms; they're becoming too muscular to be feminine." 
"Maybe I don't want to be feminine. Maybe I'd rather 
get dirty playing baseball than sit and curl my hair." 
"Boys don't like tomboys. I don't want you acting like 
a boy." 
"Then why are you all worried about the stupid rumor? 
I mean, according to you, there's no way Josh, or Sammy, or 
any other guy would ever like me anyway." 
"Emily, the rumor just reminded me of how important it 
was for me to talk to you. I don't want you to hang around 
them anymore. No matter how you look at it, it's wrong." 
Emily couldn't believe her mom was trying to take the 
decision away from her. "Maybe I don't care if you think 
it's wrong." 
"Well, the decision's no longer yours to make." Her 
mom let out a long sigh. 
"I can't believe you. You know it isn't true, but you 
won't stand by me. You're just as bad as whoever started 
the rumor. And just because I'm a girl doesn't mean I can't 
play hard. Boys my age aren't as old fashioned as you and 
Dad." 
"Emily, this conversation's finished. Go to your 
room." 
Emily's heart began to pound. She stood up and thought 
about just going to her room. In the back of her mind she 
knew she had already decided she was going to quit spending 
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quite so much time with Josh and Sammy. But she was angry 
at the things her mom had said. She had to try one last 
time to make her understand. She took a step closer to her 
mom and felt the adrenaline rush through her body. Her arms 
ached with fury. "You're so unfair. I can't believe you. 
You sit in the kitchen talking to Karen, the biggest gossip 
in town, about how you want a divorce. But yet you won't 
let me just be friends with two people I really care about 
because you're worried about stupid, untrue rumors, and even 
more worried I may play harder than you think a girl should. 
You're a big hypocrite!" Emily was surprised by the 
aggression in her own voice. 
Her mom's face turned white and then crimson, and Emily 
knew she had gone too far. Her mom stood up from the bed 
and pointed a finger so close to Emily's face she 
instinctively took a step backwards. 
"Emily, you're currently grounded for two weeks. If I 
ever hear another word about any of this out of your mouth, 
you'll then be grounded for two months. For the next two 
weeks you're confined to this house and yard. No questions 
asked. Now go to your room until I call you for supper." 
Emily had never seen her mom's face look so contorted 
with anger. She wanted to yell back it wasn't fair, but she 
could tell it would only get her grounded for longer. 
x. 
Emily sat down at her desk and tried to think of a way 
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she could still be friends with Sammy and Josh. But she 
felt a lot of pressure from Kelly and Alice, and she'd also 
get grounded by her mom and not be able to see them anyway. 
She couldn't believe everyone kept saying she was ruining 
her reputation. She wished she didn't care if she ruined 
her reputation or not, but she did care, a lot. Bad 
reputations were hard to lose in Hoopeston. Plus, she knew 
she would lose any possible chance she had with Steve. 
Emily got up from her small wooden desk; she felt like 
everyone was against her. She was so angry everyone kept 
telling her what to do. She felt guilty about rushing into 
the school that morning to avoid being seen with Sammy and 
Josh. Deep down Emily knew she had done what her mom and 
friends were asking her to do already, and in a sense she 
was grateful for the excuse to avoid them for a little 
while. She hated the fact she knew she might go through 
with it so she wouldn't seem childish to Steve, but she was 
also angry at how her friends and her mom were treating her. 
She curled up on her bed; she felt sick to her stomach. 
She felt a tear trickle down her cheek and run onto her 
pillow. The thought of telling Sammy and Josh she was 
ending their friendship made her almost feel like they had 
died. 
She knew they would be stopping by around six-thirty 
like they did almost every evening, and she would need to 
tell them she couldn't go outside. She didn't know how to 
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tell them without taking any of the blame for the decision. 
Josh might be able to understand rumors were going around, 
but Sammy would never accept that rumors would end their 
friendship. The more she thought about it, the less she 
believed Josh and Sammy were the least bit aware of the 
rumors. Even to think about it was absurd. Plus, how could 
she even hint around at it to them without being totally 
embarrassed? She knew Sammy and Josh might believe her mom 
said she couldn't be friends with them because she would be 
thought of as a tomboy. But they would never believe there 
was no possible way for her to get around the rule and spend 
time with them. She would have to think of something to 
tell them. 
"Emily, it's time for you to help with dinner!" 
When Emily heard her mom's voice from the kitchen, she 
got up from her bed and looked at the mirror to see if she 
looked like she had been crying and found her face did look 
red and splotchy. She certainly didn't need any obnoxious 
questions from Molly, Teddy thinking she was heartbroken, or 
her dad commenting on her raging hormones. She went into 
the bathroom and shut the door. She repeatedly cupped her 
hands and splashed cold water over her face to try to even 
out her complexion. Another glance at the mirror told her 
the water hadn't helped. She dried her face on a slightly 
damp hand towel and remembered the make-up her mom had given 
her. She opened her drawer, found a compact and began to 
dust her face with the powder. Accidently, she inhaled at 
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the wrong time and began to cough and choke. As soon as she 
had a chance to clear her throat. she looked at the mirror 
and noticed the powder had helped to even her complexion. 
"Emily! What in the world are you doing? It's almost 
five and the table isn't set!" 
Emily knew her mom was still upset about their earlier 
conversation because she had enunciated every syllable. She 
quickly used the flowered hand towel to dust off the powder 
that had accumulated on the counter, and hurried into the 
kitchen to set the table before her dad got home. 
XI. 
"Emily, pass the scalped corn," Emily's dad said 
impatiently. Emily was staring down at her cream-colored 
plate, repositioning her ham, scalped corn, mashed potatoes 
and bread. She felt like she was forcing down her food, and 
she couldn't make herself eat very much. Normally, her mom 
would encourage her to eat less and look pleasingly on her 
meager consumption, but Emily knew any change in her regular 
behavior would be viewed as defiance since she had recently 
been grounded. So, Emily tried hard to appear to be eating. 
"Emily, pass the corn!" Her dad's voice had become 
louder and broke into Emily's stream of consciousness. 
"Huh?" Emily glanced up and noticed her entire family 
staring at her. What her dad had said finally registered in 
her mind. 
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Before she could react her mother responded, "Emily, 
pass the scalped corn to your father or you're going to be 
grounded for even longer." 
Emily quickly grabbed the scalped corn and pushed it 
towards her father. 
"What's your problem, Emily? You aren't lovesick over 
those two boys? When your mother told me at first I thought 
you were just friends with them, but by the way you're 
acting, I'd say you're lovesick. Your mom's right about one 
thing; you shouldn't be acting like a boy." He helped 
himself to a generous portion of corn. 
"I'm not lovesick, and I don't act like a boy. I just 
don't feel well." 
"Well, you'd better stay away from them, or you're 
going to be in big trouble, and I'll talk to Sammy and Josh. 
I doubt you want me to be explaining things to them. I 
don't want you moping around this house, neither. Is that 
understood?" 
"Yes," Emily said weakly. The juice from her ham was 
running into her mashed potatoes and making the prospect of 
eating even worse. 
"You need to sit up straight, hold your chin up, and 
clean up your plate." Her dad shoved a huge spoonful of 
scalped corn into his mouth and swallowed. "Teddy, have you 
heard if the Southern scout's going to the game on Friday?" 
Emily took a deep breath and tried to stop the juice 
coming from her thick chunk of ham and running into her 
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potatoes by moving the ham to the edge of her plate. She 
was thankful to be out of the spotlight. 
Teddy Jr. lifted his head from his hand. "Yeah, I 
think he's going to be. Coach Peterson said he would know 
for sure by Thursday morning." 
"Well, tell me when you find out. You're the best wide 
receiver in the county, and I'd argue you're the best wide 
receiver in the state. Coach Peterson should really be 
getting more scouts to your games." Emily's dad put a slice 
of butter directly from the stick onto his bread and took a 
bite, leaving an outline of his teeth in the butter 
remaining on his bread. 
Teddy shoved a huge fork full of mashed potatoes into 
his mouth. "Yeah, I know. But the season's young." Teddy 
took several gulps of his milk. It amazed Emily that even 
when Teddy picked up something as light as a glass of milk 
his arm muscles would bulge. She knew he was a good 
football player and attractive, but she hated how the entire 
town worshiped him like some sort of god. She was tired of 
listening to how great he was. 
"I'm done, Betty. You can take my plate," Ted 
said. He pushed his plate forward and rested his arms on 
the table. She had been done with her steamed vegetables 
for some time, quickly stood up, stacked his plate on top of 
hers and carried them out of the small dining room into the 
kitchen. 
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"Dad, I'm going over to Monica's tonight. I'll be home 
before eleven." Teddy pushed his chair out and stood up. 
"Try to be home before that. A tired football player 
isn't a good football player. You don't need to be getting 
weak legs, either." 
"Yeah, right, Pops. See ya." Teddy smiled and grabbed 
the keys to his mom's Bronco off the counter and headed out 
the door. 
"I'm going to the bedroom to watch TV, Betty." 
"Okay, fine," Emily's mom said from the kitchen. 
Emily carried her plate into the kitchen and scraped 
the remains of her dinner into the trash, thankful no one 
noticed she really hadn't eaten much. 
"Emily, please bring your brother's plate in here. 
Molly, help her clear the rest of the things off the table," 
"Okay, Mommy," Molly said. 
Emily handed Teddy's plate to her mom. 
"Don't think I didn't notice you scraping most of your 
dinner in the trash," her mom said as she began to load the 
dishwasher. 
"I'm sorry, Mom. I just wasn't hungry." 
"That's fine, but you shouldn't be so out of reality 
that your father has to reprimand you. You need to let it 
go, Emily. You need to let all of it go. This life will 
become a lot easier when you learn to let go." 
"Mommy, what do you want me to do with the leftover 
bread?" Molly asked. The basket looked extremely large in 
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her small hands. 
"I'll put it in a zip-lock," her mom said, taking the 
basket from Molly. "Emily, you're excused to your room. 
Think about what I said." 
"What did you say, Mommy? Tell me," Molly said. 
Emily hesitated. She was curious to hear her mom's 
response. 
"I was just saying what a beautiful and sweet little 
girl you are." 
"Really, Mommy?" Molly twirled around like a 
ballerina. 
"Certainly. Why don't you bring Mommy the butter off 
the table." 
"Sure," Molly said and slowly danced over to the table. 
Emily couldn't stand to hear her mother continually 
baby Molly. She didn't remember her mom ever talking to her 
like that. She turned, disgusted, walked into her room and 
shut the door. She sat on the bed dreading the moment the 
doorbell would ring and she would be forced to face Josh and 
Sammy. 
XI I. 
Emily sat on the edge of her bed, wishing she could 
think of something to tell them. 
"Is it so hard to bring me a beer?" Emily heard her 
dad's voice booming from across the house. "Well is it? I 
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asked you five minutes ago. I don't expect you to take five 
minutes to go to the refrigerator and get me a beer." 
Emily stood up from her bed and listened closely at her 
door. She slowly cracked it slightly open and could see her 
parents arguing in the living room. 
"Here." Emily's mom popped the tab on the can. 
"Here's your damn beer. Why don't you take it back to your 
bedroom and watch television like you do every night." She 
pushed the beer towards him, but he kept his arms folded. 
"Betty, do you work in a hot and tiring factory for 
fifty hours a week? No, you sit and answer phones and read 
magazines for fifteen, maybe twenty hours a week and then go 
lay naked in a tanning bed. I earn four times what you do, 
and I deserve respect when I come home." 
"What about the forty hours a week I spend cooking your 
meals, cleaning your house, and doing your laundry?" 
Emily watched as her mom's eyes began to fill with 
tears. 
"Betty, I've heard enough out of you. I won't tolerate 
your behavior." 
"My behavior? You won't tolerate my behavior?" 
Emily was surprised her mom continued to argue with 
him. Usually her mom was quick to apologize, but this time 
she seemed more assertive. Emily's mind flashed back to her 
mom's conversation with Karen. She watched nervously 
through the crack in her door as her dad grabbed her mom by 
the shoulders. Her mom had never before appeared so thin 
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and fragile. His eyes were lit with fury, and he began to 
shake her shoulders. 
"I don't know who you have been talking to, or what you 
have been watching on television. But in this house you'll 
not question me!" he yelled in her face. 
Emily wanted to go into the living room and tell him to 
stop, but she knew that would only make the situation worse. 
Tears were now streaming down her mom's face. Her dad 
forcefully pushed her mom away, causing the beer to slide 
out of her hand and fall to the floor. Her mom quickly bent 
down to set the can upright. 
"Now look what you've done. You'll have to get the 
beer out of the carpet and get me a new beer. Wouldn't it 
have been easier to get me a beer when I asked the first 
time?" 
Emily's mom didn't respond, and her dad turned and 
walked toward their bedroom. Emily heard the bedroom door 
slam. Her mom stood in the center of the living room for a 
few moments. She put her hands on her hips and looked at 
the dark circle in the center of the tan carpet. She wiped 
her tears and headed toward the kitchen. 
XIII. 
"Emily, Josh and Sammy are here." Emily's mom stuck 
her head inside Emily's door. Her eyes looked a little 
bloodshot, but her voice seemed somewhat normal. 
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A chill ran up Emily's spine. "They can't be. I 
didn't hear the doorbell ring. I'm not ready to talk to 
them." Emily rolled over on her bed, shocked at the time. 
"Emily, they're here. You know what you need to do. 
Remember your father's warning at the dinner table. If you 
really care about them, you won't force him to give them a 
talking to. You don't want to be grounded for longer, do 
you?" Her mom pushed her door wide open, as if to demand she 
go outside and face Sammy and Josh. 
Emily's head swarmed. She couldn't believe she hadn't 
come up with anything to tell them. She knew she couldn't 
tell them the whole truth. She wanted to at least tell them 
she would plan to meet them places and sneak around until 
the whole thing blew over. She knew she needed to be 
strong. 
"She'll be right out, boys," Emily heard her mom call 
to Sammy and Josh through the screen door. 
Her mom walked back into her room; her hands on her 
hips. "I'm not going to give you all night, Emily. You 
need to get out there, and make your conversation quick. I 
don't want anyone driving by and seeing you. That will only 
contribute to the nice rumor that's going around." 
Emily stood up from her bed. Her knees felt weak, her 
body numb. She stumbled through the house and out onto the 
front porch. She felt like she was floating and there was 
some force that made her body end up on the porch. 
Everything seemed to be moving fast. 
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"Hey, Em. Get your bike. We're going to play Frisbee 
at Foxwood Park," Josh said. He was on his bike, a bright-
blue Frisbee in hand. It was a gorgeous fall evening and 
there was a slight breeze. All of the brightly-colored 
leaves reflected the warm orange color of the beginning of a 
sunset. 
"Ye ah , Em i 1 y • 
hour," Sammy said. 
hooded sweatshirt. 
"I can't go. 
Hurry because my mom only gave me an 
His cheeks were rosy above his gray-
I'm sorry." Emily's mouth seemed to be 
forming words before she could stop it. She wanted to run 
to the garage and get her bike and head to the park. She 
just wanted to forget about the world and play Frisbee with 
them one last time. She felt awkward and her hands hung 
heavily at her sides. 
"Why can't you go, Emily?" Sammy asked. 
"Because my parents won't let me." Emily wished she 
could take it back. She wanted to tell them she didn't care 
what anyone thought, and she would see them just as soon as 
she could get out of the house without her mom knowing. 
"Did you get in trouble?" Sammy asked rubbing at the 
bandage across his forehead. 
"No ... Well, yes ... not really ... " Emily's brain had 
begun to effect her mouth. 
"What did ya do? Get detention at school or 
something?" Josh asked. He had begun to ride in circles in 
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her yard. His tires crunched through the fallen leaves. 
"No, no. It's not like that. I just can't be friends 
with you guys anymore. I can't really explain it, but I 
can't. I'm sorry." Emily had blurted it out. She quickly 
began to try to blink away the tears, but her eyes were so 
full of water her vision was beginning to blur. 
"What's the deal, Em?" Josh asked. He stopped his bike 
and turned to face her. 
"I can't, Josh. I can't tell you. You wouldn't 
understand." Emily knew she could never explain it to them 
because she didn't understand it herself. She began to 
question why she was doing it at all. 
"What?" Josh asked. He squinted his eyes in 
confusion. 
"I don't get it," Sammy said. He continued to scratch 
at his bandage. 
"I can't. Please, just don't come over here anymore. 
Please don't make me say anymore. I like you both a lot, 
and I don't want to hurt you." Emily wished they would just 
understand, but they both just stood there looking at her. 
She could feel her left shoulder begin to shake. She wished 
she had the strength to fight off her friends and work 
around her parents, but she knew it was impossible when she 
was divided against herself. 
Josh broke into the silence. "I just don't know of 
anything that should make you act this way, Emily. This is 
stupid. If you like us so much, then you wouldn't tell us 
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to never see you again?" 
"Yeah, nothing would keep me from being friends with 
you, Emily," Sammy said. 
Tears began to stream down Emily's face. "Well, I 
guess I don't like you enough to be friends with you 
anymore. I'm sorry. And, if you come around, you'll get me 
grounded. So, if you like me at all, then you'll leave me 
alone." Emily started to choke on her tears. She knew she 
wasn't handling the situation well, but she didn't know what 
else she could say. 
"Emily, it's time to come in the house now." Her mom 
stood at the screen door. 
"I'm sorry. I gotta go," Emily whispered. She wiped 
away her tears, tried unsuccessfully to swallow the lump in 
her throat, and headed into the house. She walked briskly 
past her mom, turning a cold shoulder in her direction. 
"I'm glad you did the right thing, Emily. You'll thank 
me for this later." 
Emily walked into her room, shut the door, and sat down 
on the carpeted floor. She tried as hard as she could to 
stop crying, but as soon as she did, her mind recalled the 
glassy look in Sammy's eyes, the confusion on Josh's face, 
and the tears would begin to flow rapidly again. Emily, if 
nothing else, had always considered herself a loyal friend, 
but she began to question if she was as loyal as she had 
thought. She had refused to stand up for her friendship and 
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wondered if she had given in because she wanted Steve to see 
her as something besides a little girl. After what she had 
done tonight, she could never completely restore the 
friendship she had torn apart. She wished Josh and Sammy 
would come back and beg her to go to the park and refuse to 
let her end the friendship. But they never came. 
XIV. 
"You can have my pudding again for lunch today if you 
want it," Kelly said. 
"Okay, thanks." Emily took the vanilla pudding. 
"Here, take half of my sandwich," Alice said, passing a 
ham and cheese on wheat across the picnic table. 
"Thanks." 
"Did you want me to ask my mom to start packing you a 
lunch?" Kelly asked. 
"No. I'm sure it would get back to my mom if you did. 
Plus, I did notice my stomach is getting a little fat 
lately," Emily said. "I should probably stop eating your 
stuff ... ! mean, after today." 
"You're about as skinny as you can be, Emily. You 
aren't fat; your mom's just giving you a complex," Alice 
said. 
"I don't know. You haven't seen my stomach since the 
last time we went swimming, and that was about a month ago." 
"Let's see it. We'll tell you the truth. Then you 
won't be so worried," Alice said. 
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"You want me to show you my stomach right here? With 
everyone watching?" Emily asked. 
"Oh, don't be so conceited. Everyone isn't watching 
you." Kelly laughed. 
Emily looked around. Their picnic table was pretty far 
away from the crowds and school building, and they were 
hidden by a shade tree. "Okay. I guess you're right," Emily 
said. She stood up and untucked her navy t-shirt and stuck 
out her belly. "See, I look like I'm about six months 
pregnant." Emily jokingly rubbed her hands along her 
stomach. 
"You don't look pregnant. Besides, we can tell you're 
sticking it out on purpose," Alice said. 
"Yeah, stand normally. How can we give an accurate 
assessment when you're sticking it out like that?" Kelly 
asked. 
"Okay, look." Emily stood normally, letting her 
abdominals contract just slightly. 
"Your stomach's as flat as a washboard. Really, you 
have nothing to worry about. Sit down and eat your sandwich 
and pudding," Alice said. 
"What do you think?" Emily turned to face Kelly and was 
startled to see Steve Banks out of the corner of her eye. 
She quickly let her shirt fall to cover her exposed stomach 
and sat back down at the picnic table. She felt her face 
turn crimson. 
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"Don't look now, but I think Steve, that new guy, is 
walking over here," Emily whispered. 
Both Kelly and Alice immediately turned to look around. 
"I said, 'Don't look now,'" she hissed. When she 
looked discretely in Steve's direction, she noticed he was 
very close to their picnic table. She cringed after she 
accidently made eye contact. 
"I've heard about him," Kelly whispered. "I heard 
he's scummy." 
"Wait until you get a good look at him. He's really 
hot," Alice said quietly. 
"What about your boyfriend, Mike?" Emily asked. 
"Hey, nobody said I couldn't look," Alice whispered 
back and smiled sheepishly. 
"Hello, ladies. Hello, Emily," Steve said as he 
casually strolled by. 
"Hey, aren't you the new guy?" Alice asked loudly. 
"Yeah, I guess," Steve said and cavalierly continued 
walking. 
"Where are you going, Steve?" Alice asked. 
Steve hesitated. He seemed like he was trying to 
determine if he should acknowledge her question. "I'm taking 
a little walk, if that's okay with you." 
"It's fine with me. But this is a closed campus. You 
can't walk past those trees over there." Alice pointed in 
the direction Steve was walking. 
"You said yourself I'm 'the new guy.' How am I 
70 
supposed to know all the rules?" Steve gave Emily a smile 
and a slight wink. Emily knew her face had to be beet red. 
"You have a point, I guess," Alice said, but Steve was 
already out of earshot. In an instant he had disappeared 
past the row of trees that surrounded the school property. 
"How did he know your name, Emily?" Alice asked. 
"I talked to him for a few minutes the other night." 
"Why didn't you tell us sooner? We've been sitting 
here talking about your stomach, and all along you were 
withholding this great news? I can't believe you. What did 
you talk about? Where were you?" Kelly asked. 
"I was sitting in my backyard and he came up to our 
fence. We only talked for like two minutes." Emily didn't 
want to tell them about her interest in Steve because she 
was scared they would somehow ruin everything. 
"So what did he say?" Kelly asked. 
"Nothing, really. He just told me his name and that 
was about it. I think he said something about Hoopeston 
being an unfriendly town or something." Emily was trying 
hard not to reveal that she couldn't quit going over their 
conversation in her head. 
"I know why boys are unfriendly to him--because they're 
jealous. All the boys are probably scared their girlfriends 
will break up and go out with Steve," Alice said. 
"He's really hot. When you said he was hot I didn't 
know if I could believe you, Alice. You think about every 
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guy's hot. But this time you're right," Kelly said. 
"Hey, I don't think every guy's hot. I have good 
taste. Did you see his butt?" Alice asked. 
Emily rolled her eyes. "Well, anyway." 
"So, did you tell Josh and Sammy about the rumor?" Alice 
asked. 
"Not really. But, I did tell them I couldn't be 
hanging out with them anymore," Emily said. 
"Really?" Kelly asked, smiling. 
"Yeah," Emily said. 
"What did they say when you told them that?" Alice 
asked. 
"They didn't say much. They just kinda looked at me 
and said they didn't understand. Then my mom called me 
inside the house. I haven't seen them since." 
"It's for the best, Emily. Now you'll have more time 
to spend with us," Kelly said. 
"Honestly, I still feel really sick over the whole 
thing," Emily said. 
"Well, Emily. Did you hear about Josh?" Kelly asked. 
Emily's heart raced. She dreaded hearing anything bad 
about him and hated to hear Kelly even mention his name. 
She was already feeling guilty that her thoughts about Steve 
had taken priority over her thoughts about Sammy and Josh. 
"No, what?" She tried to maintain the appearance of being 
half-way calm. 
"He has a new girlfriend," Kelly said. 
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"What do you mean a new girlfriend? Josh never had a 
girlfriend." 
"Yeah, right. Whatever. Anyway he has one now," Kelly 
said. 
"Who?" 
"What do you care? You're not even friends with him 
anymore," Kelly said casually as she wadded up the remains 
of her lunch in her brown paper bag. 
Kelly's smile sent a chill up Emily's spine. There was 
no one in the world Emily hated more at that moment than 
Kelly. She tried to remain calm. She knew Kelly wouldn't 
be able to keep it a secret. "Fine, don't tell me. How 
much time do we have before lunch is over?" Emily hoped her 
voice sounded even. 
Kelly's face became twisted. "Okay, okay. I'll tell 
you. He's going out with Melissa Rundle. I guess they went 
on a walk last night and he kissed her. It was just a peck, 
but he did kiss her on the cheek." 
Emily's head was spinning and she didn't know how to 
react because she really didn't know how she felt. "That's 
nice. So, how much time do we have before lunch is over?" 
Emily's own voice sounded weird to her. She wondered if 
they noticed. 
"I think we have about five minutes," Alice said, 
looking at her watch. 
"I better get going. I have to go to the bathroom. If 
73 
I don't see you guys in the hall today, then I'll see you at 
lunch tomorrow. Here's your spoon back, Kelly." 
Kelly stared at Emily as she extended her hand and took 
back the spoon. Emily walked towards the school building, 
her legs shaking. She was thankful to get away from both of 
them, but especially from Kelly. 
"Are you okay, Emily?" 
Emily turned around to notice Alice a few steps behind 
her. She caught a glimpse of Kelly walking up to the school 
in the opposite direction. 
"Yeah. Sure. I'm fine. I just need to go to the 
bathroom before next hour. I have Mr. Beatty, and you know 
how he is about letting anyone go to the bathroom," 
"Okay ... " Alice seemed hesitant. "As long as you're 
sure. I just thought the news about Josh might have upset 
you." 
"No. Not at all. Why should it upset me? I'm happy 
for him." She tried her hardest to keep her emotions 
hidden. 
"Good. I was worried." 
"Really. I'm fine." 
"I do think they make a great couple. I actually 
called Josh for Melissa Monday night. She was too scared, 
and she didn't know if you and Josh had a thing. Anyway, he 
called her back and they planned to go on a walk. I'm glad 
you're okay with everything, because I would have felt 
really bad. Kelly told me not to worry about it. And it's 
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for the best, right?" 
"Yes, I'm happy for him. Really. Listen, I'll see you 
tomorrow at lunch." Emily turned and walked towards the 
school, thankful she had pulled it off. She pushed her way 
through the crowded hallway; everyone seemed to be getting 
in her way. After she finally made it into the bathroom, 
she dampened a paper towel with cool water, took it in the 
first stall and latched the door shut. She didn't want 
anyone to see she was upset because the last thing she 
wanted to do was confirm the rumors about Josh and Sammy. 
She shut her eyes an rubbed the rough paper towel over 
them, and leaned her forehead against the stall door onto 
which someone had scratched "Having Fun?" She didn't know 
exactly what she was feeling, but she knew she was upset. 
Maybe it was a tinge of jealousy--or maybe it was a feeling 
of betrayal. She wished she knew if Alice had called Josh 
before or after he had stopped by on Monday. She hoped Josh 
didn't think she had heard about him and Melissa and then 
decided not to be his or Sammy's friend anymore. She 
pressed the wet paper into her eye sockets to help avoid 
crying. 
She was surprised Alice had actually called Josh after 
knowing how upset she was about ending her friendship with 
him. Plus, if Alice believed she was in love with him, it 
wasn't very nice of her to set him up with another girl. 
Especially Melissa Rundle. Melissa was always stealing 
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other girls' boyfriends. Not that Josh was her boyfriend, 
but Melissa was always known to be there when there was 
scandal. She always thought Melissa was friends with Kelly, 
not Alice. Maybe the news was upsetting because it seemed 
like Josh wasn't too upset about losing her friendship. 
Emily wondered if Alice or Kelly could be to blame for 
starting the rumor and making a way for Melissa to move in 
on Josh. It certainly seemed like a good possibility. 
Emily realized she would probably be late for her next 
class. She ran the damp paper towel over her forehead and 
eyes one last time and headed out of the bathroom. Just as 
she got to her locker, the bell rang. 
"Great," Emily muttered to herself as she turned the 
lock on her locker. 23-27-39. She pulled up on the handle, 
but it wouldn't budge. 23-27-39. She tried again and it 
still wouldn't budge. She looked up at her locker number. 
340. It was her locker. 23-27-39. She looked at her 
locker and realized she was inexcusably late. 340. 27-23-
39. Finally, the locker popped open. She grabbed her 
history book and rushed down the empty hallway. Flustered, 
she strained herself to hold back the tears. 
She tried to slip into her history class unnoticed; she 
luckily had a seat fairly close to the door. 
"Emily Stevenson?" Mr. Beatty looked directly at her. 
"Yes?" she responded weakly. 
"Do you have a pass?" 
"No." Emily looked down at the floor. 
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"You have detention in the detention hall tomorrow 
night. I'll take the slip to the office." 
"But, Mr. Beatty, I was in the bathroom ... " 
"You had your entire lunch break to go to the bathroom. 
Now please sit down, get out your book, and turn to page 
twenty-eight." 
Emily slowly walked to her desk. She could feel forty-
four individual eye balls piercing through her. She sat 
down and realized the urge to cry had been replaced by a 
numbness that had washed over her entire body. She turned 
to page twenty-eight and was greeted by a picture of a 
sculpture of a woman with huge breasts and a huge stomach. 
The caption read "Venus of Willendorf." Emily wondered if 
any civilization really thought the roundness was beautiful 
and, if they had, if her mom somehow wasn't responsible for 
turning the roundness from beautiful to grotesque. 
xv. 
"Emily, will you please bring me some Q-tips out of 
your bathroom?" her mom asked. 
"Just a second." Emily walked out of her room, went 
into the bathroom and reached under the sink to find the Q-
tips, grabbed about twenty, and walked into the front room, 
her mom on the sofa in front of the television painting her 
nails a brownish-red color. 
"Thanks. You can just set them on the coffee table. 
77 
You know, if you ever decide to paint your nails, you have 
several shades in your drawer. It really would make your 
hands more attractive." 
"Okay, thanks." 
Her mom seemed to be in an okay mood, and Emily knew 
she needed to tell her about the detention. She wasn't sure 
how her mom would react because she had never gotten a 
detention before, but Teddy had gotten plenty. He never got 
in trouble, unless he was late to practice because of it. 
Then her dad would give him a short lecture about 
responsibility that usually ended with "But boys will be 
boys." Emily took a deep breath and waited for the Tuesday-
night movie to turn to commercial. 
"Mom, I have to stay after school tomorrow night." 
"What for?" She turned to look at her. She blew on her 
nails. 
"I was late to my history class. I was in the 
bathroom, and then I couldn't get my locker open." 
"Well, I really don't want my daughter spending her 
afternoons in a detention hall. But your teacher should 
know that sometimes girls need to spend more time than boys 
in the bathroom. Try not to be late again." She turned 
back around and continued painting her fingernails. 
Emily walked back into her room. She had gotten off 
easier than she thought she would. She flopped down on her 
bed and studied the ceiling. She wished Sammy and Josh 
would stop by and things would go back to normal. But she 
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knew they wouldn't. She was surprised Josh had kissed 
Melissa; he just didn't seem into that sort of thing. But 
Emily had to admit everything seemed to be changing really 
fast. 
XVI. 
She had survived another day of classes and lunch with 
Kelly and Alice that was irritating, but thankfully filled 
with gossip that didn't concern her directly. As soon as 
the final bell rang, Emily got her things and headed to the 
detention room. It was in the old high-school gym never 
used for PE or sports anymore. There were about forty-five 
desks scattered throughout, and half of the lights were 
burned out so it looked pretty depressing. Emily chose a 
desk over to the side and away from the teacher's. 
It was a big deal when the school system decided to 
combine all detentions into one room. Everyone from seventh 
graders to seniors, late students to students who showed up 
to school drunk, and honor-roll students to flunkies were 
sent to the same place. The only major difference in the 
punishment was the number of days students were assigned. 
The argument Emily remembered had something to do with 
discipline versus punishment and overworked teachers. 
Emily was actually one of the first to arrive. The 
teacher walked in and she recognized him as the behavioral-
disorders teacher. Everyone knew him because he was about 
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six-foot-three and weighed at least two hundred and eighty 
pounds. He was partly bald, but he attempted a comb-over to 
disguise his fleshy head. 
"Everyone needs to sign in," the teacher shouted across 
the old gym. 
Emily grabbed a pen out of her bag and walked up to 
sign the clipboard. She recognized a lot of the students 
around her as known trouble-makers, and she felt like a real 
criminal. For an instant she felt panicked, like there was 
some mistake she was even in detention. She half expected 
the teacher to tell her he knew she hadn't really done 
anything wrong and she could go on home. 
"Young lady?" the teacher looked directly at her. 
"Yes," Emily asked nervously. She was hopeful he had 
come to her rescue. 
"Quickly sign the clipboard and go sit down. That's 
only two directions. It shouldn't be that difficult." 
Emily realized she had been standing and staring at the 
clipboard for several seconds with pen in hand. She quickly 
scribbled her name down. 
"Stevenson? Are you related to Teddy Stevenson?" The 
teacher's voice softened. 
"Yes, he's my brother." 
"Well, you tell Teddy that Mr. Daniel said he played an 
excellent game last Friday night. One of his best. 
Especially the last half." He smiled at her. 
"Okay," Emily said. 
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She returned to her seat. She took out her English 
book and tried to focus on what seemed to be meaningless 
grammar exercises. 
"Fancy meeting you here." 
Emily turned around and noticed Steve had taken the 
seat directly behind her. She smiled. 
"So what are you in for?" Steve asked. 
"I was late to history class," Emily whispered, keeping 
an eye on the teacher. 
"I'm in for leaving school property during the school 
day. How in the hell was I supposed to know I'm responsible 
for all of the rules in the school handbook?" Steve 
laughed. He didn't seem to be too upset about being in 
detention. "So, what are you working on?" 
"English," Emily whispered. She was getting a bit 
worried because Steve was continuing to use a normal tone of 
voice. 
"Ah, my favorite subject," Steve said. 
Emily couldn't tell if he was being sarcastic or 
serious. She noticed the teacher was beginning to circle 
the room and seemed to be heading in their direction. She 
hunched over her English homework. She was supposed to be 
identifying the auxiliary verbs out of sentences. 
"What are you working on?" the teacher asked Steve. 
"Well, you see, I didn't have any homework. I was 
wondering if I could do anything to help you out. Wash the 
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chalkboards or grade papers?" Steve's sarcasm was extremely 
apparent. 
"You're supposed to come to detention with something to 
work on." 
"I'm sorry. Nobody told me. This is my first time in 
detention." 
Emily began to feel nervous for Steve. She felt bad 
for him because he really probably didn't know he was 
supposed to bring work to detention. 
"Here. Read this. Normally, I would give you another 
detention, but I've never seen you before." 
"What's this?" 
"It's the school handbook. Something most detention 
rats don't bother reading." 
"I promise not to gnaw off any of the pages." 
"Just read it and shut up." The teacher dropped the 
book on top of Steve's desk and continued to circle the 
classroom. Emily wondered if Steve had fallen asleep 
because he was quiet for almost twenty-five minutes. 
"Okay. Your sentence is over. You all may go." 
She had thought detention would never end. Although 
she had pretended to be studying her English the whole time, 
she had actually been thinking about what she was going to 
say to Steve as they left. He had rested his feet on the 
grating under her desk throughout detention. Normally, if 
someone even brushed their feet against the back of her desk 
she would become irritated, but Steve's feet under her chair 
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seemed nice. 
Emily didn't want to act obvious because she knew it 
was ridiculous to think that Steve would ever be interested 
in her. He could probably drive a car and she was in junior 
high, but he still seemed like the only person she could 
talk to lately. Her parents were almost impossible to talk 
with, and Teddy and Molly were out of the question. Kelly 
and Alice seemed to want her to be the person they wanted 
her to be, and not who she really was. Everyone else in her 
life seemed more like acquaintances. Steve seemed to have 
an interest in her no one else had. 
She shoved her books into her bag and pushed through 
all of the future felons to the door. She knew she would 
feel like an idiot trying to say something to Steve, and she 
didn't want to give herself the opportunity to prove herself 
a fool. Plus, he made her feel a little nervous. Emily 
made her way through the front doors of the school and down 
the sidewalk. Only six blocks and she would be home. 
"Hey! You. Emily." 
"Hi," she said. Steve was cutting diagonally across 
the grass. 
"Are ya walking home?" 
"Yeah. I usually do." Emily nervously ran her fingers 
though her hair. 
"My motor is out of my car, or I'd be driving." 
"Oh." Emily knew car engines were not her expertise, 
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and if she commented she would only sound dumb. 
"I need to replace the cam in my motor. But once 
that's done, it'll be real fast." 
"That's good." 
"No, it's really not that good, because it's going to 
cost me about two-hundred bucks. Plus, I might end up 
having to replace the lifters and the pushrods, too. But, I 
should have it running in a couple weeks." 
"Oh. So do you like school any better?" She 
desperately wanted to change the subject, and noticed Steve 
wasn't carrying any books. 
"It's okay, I guess. Your school has some cocky 
bastards for football players. You know that?" 
"My brother's Teddy Stevenson. He's on the team." 
"Damn. You're related to the all-knowing, future 
Heisman-trophy winner, wide receiver?" 
"Yes, I mean, don't hold it against me. He's not that 
bad if you know him ... I guess." 
"I wouldn't hold it against you. You're nothing but a 
little detention rat; he's an arrogant jerk. So what are 
ya? The black sheep?" 
"I don't know. But Teddy's my brother." Emily felt 
bad listening to Steve bad-mouth her brother, although it 
was nice to hear one person didn't worship the ground he 
walked on. 
"Hey, I'm sorry. No disrespect." 
"It's okay. Forget it. I mean, there's more to talk 
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about than my brother, right?" 
"Sure, let's talk about you." She felt Steve's gaze 
hit her profile. 
"Me?" 
"Why not?" 
"I don't know." She glanced over at him again. They 
made close-range eye contact. His eyes were grayish-blue 
and seemed to smile at her. 




"You're a little girl." 
"I am not. I'll be fourteen in January. I'm old for 
eighth grade." 
"You're right. You're old enough." 
"What do you mean?" Emily noticed out of the corner of 
her eye that Steve was smiling. 
"I'm just messing with you. Don't mind me." 
Emily didn't know how to respond. Although there was a 
weird tension in the air, Steve didn't seem to be bothered 
by it. Emily had never experienced the weirdness before and 
felt awkward. They had walked the length of an entire block 
in silence and only had two and a half blocks until she 
would be home. Even though he was at least three inches 
taller than she was, their stride seemed to match perfectly. 
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him. 
"Stop," Steve said. He faced her. 
"What?" Emily asked. She stopped and turned towards 
"You have a bug on you." 
"Where?" Emily asked, feeling her shirt for bugs. 
"Do you want me to get it?" 
"Yes. I don't want to have a bug on me." 
Steve reached over and picked a beetle off the collar 
of her polo shirt. 
"Oh, it was just a little beetle. Those don't even 
bite." 
"I'm surprised you didn't get all freaked out like most 
girls." 
"Over a beetle?" Emily laughed. 
"Yeah, they're still bugs, you know." 
"Well, I guess I'm not like other girls." 
Steve smiled. "No, you're not." 
"You act as if it's a bad thing." 
"No. Just an observation." 
Emily again felt Steve looking at her. 
"So, who's your boyfriend?" 
"I don't have a boyfriend." 
"I'm surprised." 
"Why?" 
"I just thought guys would be falling all over 
themselves to ask you out." 
"No way. Not me. Now my friend, Alice, she has a lot 
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of boyfriends." 
"Is Alice one of the girls you eat lunch with?" 
"Yeah. She has really pretty dark-brown hair and asked 
you a whole bunch of questions." 
"Well, you're a lot prettier than her. You're a lot 
prettier than both of those girls you eat lunch with. 
They're cute, but not as pretty as you." 
Emily didn't know what to say. Even though it was one 
of the nicest things anyone had ever said to her, she didn't 
believe she was half as pretty as Alice or Kelly. 
"Do you mind if I ask you something personal?" Steve 
asked. 
Emily felt nervous. "I guess that depends on what it 
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"Forget it then." He sounded offended. 
Emily wished she would have just said yes. He had just 
said one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to her, 
and then she had to go off and offend him. "Go ahead, you 
can ask." 
"No, never mind. It's no big deal." 
"No, really. Ask me." 
"Maybe some other time. Look, you're almost home, 
anyway." 
"Ask me." Emily heard the desperation in her own voice 
and wished she would have left it alone. 
"See ya, Emily." Steve began to cut across her 
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neighbor's lawn to get to his house. 
"Yeah, maybe," Emily replied, trying to make up for her 
earlier desperation. 
XVI I. 
Emily walked into the kitchen to get a diet pop out of 
the refrigerator; her morn stood at the sink washing off some 
dishes that needed to go into the dishwasher. 
"Emily, I'm taking Molly to Danville for her dance 
lesson; Teddy and your dad should be home all evening, 
unless Teddy goes to Monica's again." 
"Okay, fine," she said. It usually bothered Emily that 
her mom drove Molly every Thursday evening to Danville for 
lessons, because when Emily wanted to practice for the swim 
team at the YMCA during the winter her morn said it was too 
far to drive during the week. Somehow she didn't think 
Danville was too far to drive Molly. But now Emily didn't 
care as much about what her morn did; she was having a hard 
time keeping her mind off Steve. She couldn't figure out 
what he had meant to say to her and then didn't. She kept 
thinking about how he said she was prettier than Kelly and 
Alice. Alice was one of the prettiest girls in her grade, 
and Kelly was also very attractive and had much nicer 
clothes than she did. Alice had already had six boyfriends. 
Emily sat in a chair in her room and looked out the 
window. She knew there was very little chance she would see 
Steve walk by, but there was always a slight possibility. 
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She wanted to go and sit under the maple on the picnic table 
because that's where she usually sat when she had a lot to 
think about, but she couldn't sit in the backyard and look 
so obviously interested in him. He had called her "little 
girl," and that proved he wasn't really interested. 
Nevertheless, he did look at her in a way no one else ever 
had. 
The phone rang and she jumped. Maybe it was Steve. 
But why would he call her? He wouldn't call her. Plus, he 
only lived forty yards away, and it would be stupid to call 
her. The phone rang a second time. He might call her; 
there was always a chance. 
"I'll get it," she yelled as she picked up the phone in 
the hallway. "Hello?" 
"Hello?" The voice on the other end of the phone was 
too old, and Emily's heart sank. It clearly wasn't Steve. 
"This is Jack Thompson. I'm from Southern Illinois 
University. It Teddy Stevenson Junior available?" 
"I think so. Can you hold a second?" 
"Yes, certainly." 
Emily quickly put down the phone and hurried into 
Teddy's room. He was sitting on his bed reading Sports 
Illustrated. He had headphones on. 
"Teddy, t e 1 ephone." 
He didn't respond; he just bobbed his head up and down 
to whatever music he was listening to. She stepped directly 
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in front of him. "Teddy, a man from Southern is on the 
phone." 
"What?" He pulled his headphones off his ears and 
smoothed his hand over his face. 
"A man from Southern's on the phone." 
"Really? Okay." He jumped up from his bed and rushed 
to the phone. 
She went towards the living room to tell her mom 
Southern was calling Teddy, but there was no sign of her mom 
or Molly. She looked into the garage and realized they had 
already left for Molly's dance lesson. She knocked on her 
parents' door. 
"What?" her dad asked from inside. 
"Dad, Teddy's on the phone with a man from Southern." 
Instantly, her dad opened the door. "Southern, did you 
say? A man from Southern?" His eyes widened, his voice 
unreasonably loud. 
"Yes, I think he said his name was Jake, or Jack 
Thompson. It was Jack Thompson." 
"That's the head football coach," he said as he pushed 
his way by her and walked quickly down the hall towards 
Teddy. 
She and her dad stood next to Teddy in the narrow 
hallway and watched and listened as he agreed with the man 
on the phone repeatedly and finally told him he would call 
him back the next morning. 
"What did he say?" her dad asked the instant the phone 
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was returned to its cradle. 
Teddy paused a minute and then smiled. "Oh, he just 
offered me a full ride to Southern." Teddy attempted to be 
nonchalant, but he then let out a small yell and was 
embraced by his father in a large bear hug. 
"I knew you would get a full ride. I just knew it. 
You're going to take it, aren't you? I mean a full 
scholarship!" 
"Well, I think I'm going to take it. I don't have long 
to decide. I mean, he wants me to call him back tomorrow 
morning. He said if I don't take it, they'll offer it to 
someone else. He wants me to sign this weekend." 
"Well, you'll need to make a quick decision. We didn't 
even know for sure if the Southern scout had come to a game 
this year." 
"I know, but we sent him that highlight tape. Maybe 
they sent a scout, and we didn't even know it." 
"Congratulations, Teddy. I know you worked really hard 
and deserve a scholarship," Emily said. 
"Thanks, Emily." 
"Well, your mom and Molly won't be home until nine. 
Let's go celebrate at Johnny's Pub," her dad said. 
"Okay, let me go change my t-shirt, and I'll be ready." 
"I'll grab the car keys. Wait till the guys hear about 
this. I kept telling them you were going to school on a 
full ride. Everyone's been pulling for you." 
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"I'm ready, let's go." Teddy came out of his bedroom 
with a fresher-looking white t-shirt. 
"Emily, if Monica calls when I'm gone, tell her I'll be 
over there around nine-thirty or ten. But don't say 
anything about the scholarship; I want to surprise her." 
"Okay," she said. 
She watched them leave the house. She heard the garage 
door open and her dad's truck start and pull out of the 
drive. Although she was happy for Teddy, she wished she 
could be somehow included in the celebration. 
XVIII. 
Emily was thankful it was Friday. She walked into the 
kitchen to toast a bagel for breakfast before heading to 
school. Her mom was at the sink cutting a grapefruit. 
"Emily, I'm going to need you to clean your room really 
well tonight and help me with the rest of the house." 
"Why?" 
"Because Teddy decided he was going to play for 
Southern. He's going to sign with them on Saturday morning. 
I wanted to have a signing party for him here on Saturday 
night." Her voice sounded stressed. 
"Do you mean tomorrow?" She put her bagel into the 
toaster. 
"Yes. I have to work this morning, so that only leaves 
me this afternoon and tomorrow to prepare the food and get 
the whole house clean." 
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"Okay." She didn't have anything else to do because she 
was grounded. She got a stick of butter out of the door of 
the refrigerator. 
"Emily, what are you doing with that?" 
Emily raised up her eyebrows. "I'm going to put butter 
on my bagel." 
"We have fat-free raspberry jelly." Her mom motioned 
for her to put the butter back. 
"I don't want fat-free raspberry jelly. I want butter. 
Is that okay with you?" 
Her mom sighed. "I guess it's your stomach and thighs. 
But if I were you, I'd use the jelly, or eat it plain." 
"What's your problem?" 
"I'm just trying to help you out. I don't like your 
tone very much, Emily." 
"I'm sick of you always trying to put me on a diet. Do 
you think I'm fat?" 
"I think you could watch what you eat more closely. 
That's all I'm saying." 
"Well, thanks for your concern." She rolled her eyes, 
opened up the butter and began to spread it on her bagel. 
Her mom stepped closer to her and pointed her index 
finger at Emily's face. "Emily, this attitude better be 
gone by the time you get home from school, or there's going 
to be a big problem. I don't have time to deal with you 
right now. Teddy has a game tonight, and Molly's going to 
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need her hair braided before the game. Even though I have 
the entire house to clean and the food to prepare, your dad 
refuses to lift a finger in here. You don't want to be 
getting on my bad side right now." She dropped her finger 
and turned back to cutting her grapefruit. 
"I'll be home after school. Bye." Emily walked with 
her buttered bagel out of the kitchen. She knew her mom was 
under a lot of stress and it wouldn't be in her best 
interest to make her even more crabby. 
She grabbed her school bag and started walking to 
school. Leaves had started to fall off the trees and cover 
the lawns and sidewalks. She hadn't seen Josh or Sammy in 
days and felt a little bad she hadn't thought about them 
very much. She wondered if Josh and Melissa were still 
going out, and if Josh and Sammy were still hanging out 
after school. 
Just before reaching the school, she looked around to 
see if Steve were anywhere near her, but no sign of him. 
She headed through the front doors of the school, to her 
locker and math book for first hour. 
"Hey, Emily," Kelly said. "You look really tired or 
something." She leaned on the locker next to Emily's. 
"No, I'm not tired. But thanks for the compliment." 
"Oh, I was just saying. I mean, not that you look bad 
or anything," Kelly said. 
"Oh, I didn't know looking tired was in style. I'm 
glad it is," Emily said. She wished she could just be 
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quiet; she knew she was making it worse, but she couldn't 
help it. 
"What's wrong with you?" Kelly asked. 
"Nothing, I'm just not in the mood for your comments 
today. Just forget it." 
Kelly hesitated. "Well, are you going to the football 
game tonight?" 
"I doubt it. I'm still grounded, you know. I ' 11 bet 
my mom will want me to stay home and clean house for the 
party for Teddy." 
"Yeah, I heard Teddy was getting a full-ride 
scholarship to the Northern Illinois University." 
"No, he's getting a scholarship to Southern. Who told 
you he's going to Northern?" 
"I think Melissa Rundle said it. I'm not sure, though. 
Josh and her are still going out." 
"Oh," Emily said. She wished she could just find her 
notebook so she could go to class. 
"Melissa said they make out all the time. Her parents 
are gone a lot, so he goes over there. 
her room last night." 
I guess he was in 
"Are you guys talking about Josh and Melissa?" 
Emily turned around to notice Alice right behind her. 
"How did you hear, Alice?" 
"Oh, Melissa called and told me. I was the one who 
set them up, you know. Do you guys promise not to tell 
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anyone if I tell you something?" Alice asked. 
Emily found her notebook and grabbed a pencil off the 
shelf in her locker. 
"You know you can trust me, Alice," Kelly said. 
"Wei 1, last night, Mike and I made out for thirty-two 
minutes in his back yard." 
"Really, thirty-two minutes?" Kelly asked. 
"Yeah. A whole thirty-two minutes. He timed it." 
"What did you do?" Kelly asked. 
"I can't say anything. We promised each other we 
wouldn't tell anyone. But I can say we kissed a lot." 
"Where were his parents?" Emily asked. 
"They were inside his house, but you can't see this one 
corner of his back yard from the windows." 
"Was he a good kisser?" Kelly asked. 
"Yes, but that's all I'm telling." 
"Did you like it?" Kelly asked. 
"Of course. Didn't you like it when you made out with 
Kevin Burton? Or how about the time you made out with Tyler 
Buckley?" Alice asked. 
"Okay, I get your point. I'll quit asking so many 
questions." Kelly blushed. 
"You made out with Kevin Burton and Tyler Buckley?" 
Emily asked, surprised. 
"Yes, but don't say anything. I don't want everyone to 
know." 
"Why didn't you tell me?" Emily asked. 
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"We didn't think you were into that sort of stuff," 
Alice said. 
Emily rolled her eyes. "How would you know? Plus, 
what about that stupid rumor you believed? You sure acted 
like I was really into a lot of stuff," Emily said. 
"Well, maybe that's why I told you about Mike Ross," 
Alice said. 
"So, Emily, have you talked to Steve lately?" Kelly 
asked. 
"Not really. I talked to him the other night after I 
served that stupid detention," Emily said. She couldn't help 
bragging a little. 
"He's really good looking. I'd date him if I could," 
Alice said. 
"He wouldn't date any of us; we're too young. He'll 
date high-school girls. Your parents will not even let you 
go on a date, will they, Emily?" Alice asked. 
"I don't know. I never asked. But I don't think they 
would let me go anywhere with Steve; they think he's trash." 
"Well, I guess they wouldn't have to know. My parents 
don't have a clue about Mike and me," Alice said. 
"Yeah, last night she was on a walk with me, right, 
Alice?" Kelly asked. 
"Sure, that's what they thought," Alice said. "But 
Steve's too old to even like an eighth grader." 
"Plus, they say people date people who are equally 
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attractive. And we all know how very attractive Steve is. 
He's way too attractive for any of us," Kelly said. "And I 
heard he's really wild. And really wild guys want girls who 
are experienced." 
Emily knew they were probably right. She wanted to 
believe that a guy like Steve would be interested in her, 
but she knew it was impossible. He was just probably being 
nice when he said she was prettier than Alice and Kelly. He 
probably didn't like her at all. Emily shut her locker and 
headed to math. 
XIX. 
"Emily, will you get the ice cream out of the freezer?" 
Her mom began to serve the cake to the guests at Teddy's 
party. 
Emily grabbed a gallon of ice cream out of the freezer 
and placed it on the table. She had been busy helping her 
mom and her mom's friend, Karen, in the kitchen all night. 
It was her job to keep the relish tray stocked, put ice in 
the glasses, and pour drinks. 
"You can just set the ice cream on the counter and 
that's all I need. You're excused to do whatever you want. 
I think I have everything under control," her mom said. 
"Okay," Emily said. 
She had been working so hard all night that she'd 
hardly a chance to even look around the party. Her house 
was cram-packed with her parents and brother's friends. 
98 
She looked out into the smokey garage and saw her dad 
out there drinking beer from a keg with his friends. Teddy 
stood next to him with a beer in his hand, and she wondered 
if her mom knew Teddy was drinking. There were two tables 
set up and men around each of them smoking cigars and 
playing cards. Emily walked out into the garage to talk to 
Teddy and her dad. She crossed her arms across her chest; 
the garage was cold. 
"Hi, are you enjoying the party, Teddy?" Emily asked. 
"Yeah," Teddy said as he turned away from her. "Hey, 
Ben, thanks for coming. Let me get you a beer or something 
to drink." 
Emily watched as Teddy shook hands with a guy she'd 
never seen before. She turned and noticed she now stood 
next to her dad, no one else around them. 
"It was really nice of all these people to come. There 
sure are a lot of people here. I don't even know a lot of 
them," Emily said. 
"Emily, why don't you take that stack of used cups and 
throw them away in the kitchen," he said. 
Emily smelled beer on his breath. She slowly picked up 
the stack of cups and headed inside. She wished she hadn't 
even attempted to talk to Teddy or her dad. 
She walked into the living room and noticed a football-
highlights tape of the previous season playing on the TV. 
She had seen the video several times, but looked for a spot 
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to sit around the TV. The guests had possessed almost every 
corner of the living room. Most of them were eating 
barbecue sandwiches, potato salad and chips. 
Molly was in the front room in her cheerleading 
uniform, letting the guests coo over how cute she looked. 
Several of the cheerleaders were talking to her, and one 
kept running her fingers through Molly's blonde hair. Emily 
turned and walked out of the front room as soon as she saw 
two of the cheerleaders starting to teach Molly a new cheer. 
Emily had never felt so unwelcome in her own house before. 
She wondered if anyone would even notice if she left. She 
went into her bedroom, grabbed her jean jacket, and walked 
out the front door. The cold breeze felt refreshing against 
her face. She walked around the back of the house to sit on 
the picnic table. She couldn't shake the feeling of being 
totally unwanted. Even though her mom insisted she needed 
her help, Emily knew she hadn't been any more assistance to 
her mom than a waitress in training. 
She sat on top of the picnic table and pulled her legs 
up to her chest to keep warm. It wasn't bitter cold out, 
but she was definitely chilled. She looked up at the maple 
tree; the moon was bright enough to notice the leaves were 
beginning to shrivel up and die, but not bright enough to 
enjoy the crimson and gold colors. She wiped a tear from 
her eye. She felt like she had lost everything. Sammy and 
Josh were gone, she couldn't really trust Alice and Kelly 
like she once thought she could, and she was invisible in 
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her own family. She wasn't cute like Molly, and she would 
never be a star athlete like Teddy. 
She wished she could only turn back the clock a couple 
of years when life seemed much simpler. She didn't notice 
her dad's lack of interest then; she was only thankful for 
the little response she got now and then. Her mom didn't 
seem quite so paranoid about her weight, and she hadn't 
realized her parents' marriage was less than perfect. 
"Hey, Emily. What are ya doin' out here?" 
Emily's heart pounded. It was Steve. She hadn't seen 
him come out of his house and hadn't expected to see him. 
She tried to wipe the tears off her face. 
"Uh, I was just sitting out here. I got sick of the 
party." 
"Yeah, I heard your parents were having a party for 
your brother." 
"Yeah, they are. The house's packed." 
"Damn, it's cold out. You want to come over to my 
house?" He was only wearing a pair of jeans and a cotton t-
shirt. She could see his well-defined chest muscles. 
"Uh, I don't know." 
"Oh, sure you do. Come on in; we'll just sit and 
talk." 
"I'm really not supposed to. I mean, I'm grounded to 
my yard." 
"They'll be too busy worrying about their guests. 
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They'll never even miss you." He smiled. 
"I don't know." Emily's hands were cold, and she 
didn't feel like going back inside her own house. 
"It's cold out here. Corne on. You don't have to stay 
long. Plus, I want to show you something." His smile 
seemed warm. 
"What?" 
"You'll have to come in and see." He started to 
walk slowly up to his house. Emily's blood was racing 
through her veins. She knew her parents would kill her 
twice if she broke her grounding rules and did so because of 
what they called white trash. She got up from the picnic 
table and followed him. 
"I can only stay for a few minutes, " she said quietly. 
"Ahhhh, they'll never mi SS you. But you can leave 
whenever you want, and you can be home instantly. " 
She had never noticed how perfectly straight his teeth 
were. She stepped through the sliding glass doors that 
served as Steve's back door. The warm air of the house was 
a welcomed relief and she rubbed her hands together. She 
looked around the small kitchen. There was a card table 
with two chairs and a huge pile of dishes in the sink. 
There were food wrappers and crumbs all over the counter. 
She couldn't be too critical, however, because she knew they 
had only recently moved in. 
"Where's your dad at?' 
"Hell, my dad's never home on a Saturday night. He 
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probably drove to Decatur to go out with his girlfriend." 
"Your dad has a girlfriend?" 
"Yeah. He's been with this one almost a year. She's 
not too bad looking, either." 
"Oh." Emily felt a little uncomfortable, but she was 
excited, too. She couldn't believe she was actually in 
Steve's house. Kelly and Alice would be so jealous of her; 
maybe they would actually treat her as more of an equal now. 
"Hey, do you want something to drink?" Steve asked. 
"No, thanks. I'm fine." 
He opened the refrigerator, pulled out a can of beer, 
and popped the tab. She was a little surprised, but she 
knew Teddy drank, so she wasn't overly shocked. 
"Well, at least come on in and have a seat." Steve 
walked into the living room and sat down on an out-of-style 
gold couch. She glanced around the living room and noticed 
that besides the couch there was a chair with a sheet over 
it, a big TV that sat on the floor, a slightly lopsided 
coffee table and a light. She sat down on the opposite end 
of the couch from Steve. 
"You can set your jacket on the chair." 
She took off her jean jacket and placed it on the arm 
of the chair. "So, what did you want to show me? I need to 
be getting back soon," Emily said. 
"You're a jumpy little thing, you know that?" Steve 
smiled. 
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She wished she could relax. She knew if she kept 
acting like a nervous little school girl, that was all Steve 
would ever see her as. 
"I'm sorry," she said. 
"Forget it," he said as he took a long drink of his 
beer. "Follow me." 
He got off the couch and walked down a dark hallway. 
She felt slightly scared to follow him, but she did anyway. 
He flipped on a bedroom light. "You can go ahead and 
sit down." 
Emily looked around the room for a chair, but the room 
only contained a unmade bed and an abused dresser. She 
contemplated sitting on the floor, but she knew she would 
look like a real idiot if she did. Plus, there were clothes 
scattered all over it. 
She sat down on the bed and felt her body suddenly roll 
back. "Oh, this is a waterbed." 
"Yeah, my dad got it for me a couple of years ago." 
He sat down next to her. 
"Oh." 
"They say waterbeds are supposed to be better for your 
back." 
"Oh." Emily didn't know what to say. She really 
wanted to leave, but she liked Steve. 
"Your hair looks real pretty like that." 
"Like this? It's just in a ponytail. No big deal." 
She nervously put her fingers through the tip of her 
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ponytai 1. 
"Yeah, but it looks really good with your face. Some 
girls try to hide their faces too much. And you should say 
thank you when someone gives you a compliment. Didn't your 
momma teach you nothing?" Steve smiled. 
"Thank you." She smiled back, feeling slightly less 
tense. 
"Oh, I almost forgot what I was going to show you." 
He got up from the bed, walked over to his dresser, and 
opened the top drawer. He brought a small box over to the 
bed. 
"What is it?" Emily asked. 
Steve handed her the box. "It's a bandana. It was 
Steven Tyler's at one time. You know, of Aerosmith. He 
gave it to my mom about seven years ago backstage at a 
concert. He even signed it. She mailed it to me for my 
birthday that year." 
"Wow." 
"Do you even know who Aerosmith is?" 
"Yes, I do. They sing 'Amazing'." 
"Well, anyway, my mom gave it to me." 
"That's really neat. Do you know how much it's worth?" 
"I don't know. I'd never sell it, though." 
He took the box from Emily and placed it back in his 
drawer. He sat back down on the bed very close to her and 
touched her face. She sat perfectly still. She hoped she 
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wouldn't start to sweat; she was extremely tense. He kept 
stroking her cheek. It felt nice and she tried to act calm, 
but she was terrified. She could smell the beer on his 
breath, but in a strange way it smelled kind of nice. She 
felt the warmth of his hand brush against her chest and land 
on her neck. 
"Are you okay?" Steve whispered. 
"Yes, I guess so," she whispered back, but she could 
barely breathe. 
His warm hand touched her chin. He gently pulled her 
face towards him. She was forced to look into his eyes. 
The look on his face was so intense she couldn't bare to 
look at him directly, so she lowered her gaze. He stroked 
her hair and pulled her closer to him. She closed her eyes 
and felt his eager lips against hers. Her heart was about 
to burst through her chest. She was surprised at how soft 
and sweet his mouth tasted; there was a faint taste of beer. 
She wasn't certain what to do, so she just kissed him back 
like he kissed her. 
He began to press his weight against her. She felt her 
body rolling slowly back on the bed. He continued to kiss 
her as he began to climb on top of her. She felt the 
pressure of his body against hers. She tried to roll back 
up to a seated position, but his weight was too much 
resistance. She had sunk deep into the waterbed. His hands 
were running up and down her body. A horrible feeling began 
to come over her and she felt like she was going to cry. 
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She tried again to roll back up into a seated position, but 
her movement only seemed to excite him. 
She didn't want to encourage him, but she liked him. 
He obviously cared about her a lot, too. As his hands began 
to search her body, she felt like she might throw up. She 
knew she had to say something, but she couldn't find the 
words. She turned her face to the side so he would be 
forced to stop kissing her for a second. 
"Steve?" 
"Emi 1 y?" 
"I think I better get home. My parents are probably 
looking for me right now." She couldn't believe how weak 
her voice sounded. 
Steve stayed on top of her. "Trust me, I need you more 
than they do right now. You're so beautiful." 
"I really have to go." 
"Don't you like me?" He kissed the tip of her nose. 
"Yes, I do. I like you a lot. But I told you I 
couldn't stay long and I meant it." 
"Are you sure you have to go?" 
"Yes. I'm very sure." 
He slowly rolled to the side and she quickly got up 
from the bed and walked into the living room. He followed 
her. 
"Don't forget your jacket. It's cold out there." He 
picked up her jacket and handed it to her. 
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"Thanks," she said. 
"Do you want me to walk you back over to your house?" 
"No, I'll walk over myself. That way I can tell my 
parents I just went on a walk." 
"Okay," he said. 
"Bye," she said as she placed her hand on the sliding 
glass door. 
He took a step closer, bent down and pecked her lips. 
"Good night and sweet dreams, Emily." 
She stepped out into the cold air and hurried back over 
to her yard. She walked around to the front of the house 
and quickly past several guests into her room. She threw 
her jacket into her wardrobe and hurried into the kitchen. 
"Emily, will you get another bag of chips out of the 
cupboard?" her mom asked. 
Emily sighed in relief. "Sure." She found the chips 
and opened the bag up into a basket lined with grease-
stained napkins. 
"Is it still hot in here? Emily, you look flushed." 
"I guess it may be just a little warm," Emily said. 
"I'll crack the window," her mom said. 
Emily looked at the clock. She was sure she had walked 
outside at least thirty minutes before. She felt relieved 
of worry her mom might have missed her. 
xx. 
It was 12:15 a.m. and Emily could hear occasional 
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laughter coming from the garage, but most of the guests had 
left for home. She felt sleepy and wanted some time alone 
to think about what had happened. 
She put on a pair of gray sweat pants and an old t-
shirt before climbing into bed. She usually wore her 
flannel nightgown, but since there were still strangers in 
her house, she felt more comfortable wearing sweats in case 
someone walked into her room. She shut off her bedroom 
light and crawled into bed. The cotton sheets felt cool and 
smooth against her toes, and she let her body relax. 
She rolled onto her stomach and looked into the 
darkness of her room. She couldn't believe Steve actually 
liked her. She was going to have to figure out a way to see 
him without her parents or Teddy knowing. Hopefully, they 
would continue to be preoccupied for a while. Teddy would 
be out of the house in less than a year. Steve would 
understand they needed to keep their relationship secret. 
He seemed to understand when she told him she wanted to walk 
herself home. He was so sweet to remind her not to forget 
her jacket. 
She felt slightly leery about how aggressive he had 
been, but he did quit kissing her as soon as she told him 
she had to leave. Maybe he just liked her a lot. Emily 
liked the feeling she got when she was with him; he paid 
intense attention to her, even called her beautiful. 
She wondered if she should tell Kelly and Alice what 
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had happened. She didn't want it to get all over school; 
there was too good a chance Teddy would hear about it and 
tell her mom. Maybe she could make them swear to never tell 
a soul. 
Emily hugged her pillow and wished she could fall 
asleep wrapped up in Steve's arms. She almost felt lonely 
without him. She wondered if he was in his bed thinking of 
her. 
XXI. 
The locker-lined halls were filled with young teenagers 
wildly rushing around. It was the beginning of homecoming 
week, and the students were to go to the gym for an 
assembly. The junior-high student council had planned 
different events for every day of the week, and the students 
became restless with anticipation for each upcoming event. 
Mrs. Carroll, Emily's first-hour teacher, had read an 
announcement about the upcoming magic show/informational 
presentation on the dangers of drugs, but she couldn't quite 
join in the riot of students as they headed for the gym. 
Her experience had taught her that school assemblies were 
usually rather loud and dull and prioritized a canned 
message over anything that resembled entertainment. 
She threw her books in her locker and looked around for 
Kelly or Alice. She took a detour and headed down the 
hallway toward Alice's locker to have a chance of catching 
her and sitting by her at the assembly. Emily saw Alice 
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coming out of the bathroom. 
"Hey, Alice. Are you ready to head to the assembly?" 
"Yeah, let me get rid of this book in my locker. How 
are you doing?" 
"Okay." Emily tried not to smile. She still hadn't 
decided if she was going to tell Alice about going over to 
Steve's house. "How was your weekend?" 
"Fine. I went on a walk with Mike Ross on Sunday 
afternoon. I think my parents have caught on, but they 
haven't said anything." Alice's voice quieted. "We ended 
up walking through the woods at Foxwood Park, if you know 
what I mean." Alice's voice resumed her normal tone. "How 
was your weekend?" 
"Fine. My parents had that party for Teddy, you know." 
Alice checked her face in the magnetic mirror that hung 
in her locker, carelessly tossed her books inside and loudly 
slammed the metal door shut. "How did that go?" 
"Fine, I guess." Emily took a deep breath. "If I tell 
you something, do you promise not to tell anyone?" 
"Sure. I promise." 
"Well, I went over to Steve's house during the party." 
Alice's eye's widened. "Really? I didn't think he 
would show any interest in an eighth-grader." 
"Well, he did. He was nice to me." 
"What did you do?" 
Emily looked down at her feet. She didn't know how 
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much to reveal to her. "We pretty much just talked. I 
couldn't stay long. My parents didn't know I'd left, and I 
didn't want to get grounded for longer." 
"Did they find out you left?" 
"No, they didn't miss me at all." 
"So, did you guys kiss or what?" 
Even though Emily didn't want anyone to know, she was 
dying to see Alice's reaction. "You can't tell anyone if I 
tell you." Emily's voice became extremely serious. 
Alice took a step closer. "I won't; I promise." 
"He kissed me," Emily whispered. She couldn't help but 
smile. 
Alice seemed surprised. "Really? Was he a good 
kisser?" 
"I think so." Emily looked down and studied her 
fingernails. "I don't have much to compare it to." 
"Oh, I can't believe it! You kissed Steve Banks!" 
Alice's voice seemed to carry throughout the hallway. 
"Shhhhh. I don't want anyone to know." Emily glanced 
around to see if anyone had heard. The hallway was almost 
empty except for a quiet girl named Brandi who couldn't get 
her locker shut because it was crammed full of papers. 
"Oh, nobody's paying attention to us. Brandi is in her 
own world over there. I can't believe you kissed someone as 
hot as Steve Banks! I'm so proud of you." 
"Just don't say anything to anybody." Emily had already 
begun to feel nervous about her confession. 
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"So when will you going to see him again?" 
"I don't know. I don't think he was home yesterday. 
I'll probably see him tonight, though." 
"We had better get to the assembly. Kelly said she 
would save seats for us since she would be closest to the 
gym• II 
"Remember, you promised not to say anything," Emily 
said. She wasn't very confident in Alice's ability to keep 
a secret. 
XXI I. 
It was Tuesday evening and Emily hadn't seen or heard 
from Steve since Saturday night. She figured he was 
probably worried about getting her into trouble or 
something. It was about six-thirty when she decided she 
would go sit outside and see if he noticed her. Her parents 
were bowling and had taken Molly with them. Teddy was still 
home, but he never paid any attention to what she was doing. 
She went into the bathroom and looked in the mirror. 
She wished her round face looked a little older. She ran a 
comb through her hair and decided to wear a little bit of 
make-up. She was pretty sure she would see Steve outside, 
and she wanted to make sure he was taking her seriously. 
She brushed her cheeks with pink blush and smoothed lipstick 
over her lips like she had seen her mom do. She looked a 
little strange, and she couldn't determine if she actually 
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looked better with the make-up or not, but she definitely 
looked older. She didn't want to put too much make-up on, 
because if she did, she knew it would be too obvious. 
She walked outside and sat down on the picnic table. 
It was a little cold out, but sitting in the cold was worth 
it. She watched Steve's house for what seemed like forever. 
The sun had started to go down, and a golden-red sunset 
appeared. She wondered if she should say something to him 
if he came out. Maybe she should go over there. He had 
kissed her. 
She decided she would walk around to the front of 
Steve's house and ring his doorbell. Her parents would be 
gone for at least another thirty or forty minutes. She 
cautiously walked around to the front of his house and tried 
to glance in a small window, but the shade was drawn too 
tightly. She would just ask him if he wanted to talk. She 
placed her finger on the doorbell and heard it ringing 
inside. She hoped he would answer and not his dad. 
The door opened and a partially bald man with a long 
blond pony-tail answered the door. He had on a white 
undershirt and worn jeans. 
"Yes?" the man asked. 
"Um, is Steve here?" Emily felt extremely nervous. 
"Yeah, he's in his office. Go on back." 
Emily was confused. "Which way?" 
"It's the last room down the hall." The man, who Emily 
now knew was Steve's dad, sat down on the couch and turned 
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up the volume on the TV. There was a bag of peanuts in the 
shell and a can of beer on the coffee table. He had been 
placing the empty shells on top of the coffee table, and 
some had fallen onto the floor. 
Emily walked back to Steve's bedroom and lightly 
knocked on the door. 
"What?" Steve sounded angry. 
" I t ' s Em i 1 y • " 
"Oh, come on in." 
She stepped into his bedroom. It appeared he had been 
taking a nap and he had a red line from the edge of his 
pillow case across his cheek. 
"Go ahead and shut the door behind you. My dad won't 
want to hear us talking." 
She pulled the door shut. She knew her parents would 
never let Teddy and Monica go into Teddy's room and shut the 
door, and they would absolutely kill her if they knew what 
she was doing. She sat down lightly on the edge of the bed. 
"Did I wake you up?" 
"Yeah, but don't worry about it." Steve rubbed his 
face with his hand. "How have you been?" His voice sounded 
scratchy. 
"Fine, I guess. I was just wondering what you had been 
up to for the past few days. I thought I would have heard 
from you." She didn't want to sound desperate, but she also 
wanted to find out why he hadn't gotten in contact with her. 
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"Yeah, I didn't really know how to get a hold of you. 
You haven't been showing up at detention." He laughed. 
"Plus, I didn't know if your parents would like me just 
showing up at your door." 
"You're right. I mean, my parents think I'm too young 
to date. I guess I thought I would just see you around." 
"Well, you're seeing me now, aren't you?" 
Emily smiled. "Yes." 
"It's probably better that you come over here, anyway. 
My dad doesn't care." He stood up from the bed. "Here, let 
me write down my phone number. That way you can call me 
first." 
"Okay." 
He searched the top of his beat-up dresser for a pen 
and a scrap of paper. He wrote down his number on the back 
of a McDonald's receipt and handed it to her. She was 
surprised at the neatness of his penmanship. She put the 
number in her back pocket. 
"So, how have things been going for you? You weren't 
missed at the party, were you?" 
"No, you were right. I guess things are going okay. 
My family's kinda driving me nuts." 
"Why does your family drive you nuts?" 
"Well, my parents are just so excited about Teddy and 
the whole football thing. He gets to do whatever he wants. 
Molly's my mom's little doll. The only time my parents talk 
to me is when I'm in trouble, or they want to tell me to do 
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something." 
"What do you do to get into trouble? I wouldn't think 
a girl like you would get into too much trouble." 
"Well, I do. I can't seem to do anything right. My 
mom's always complaining about how much I eat." 
"I hate when girls think they are fat and don't eat 
anything. Your mom's right; you should eat." 
"No, my mom's always complaining that I eat too much. 
She thinks I'm fat." 
"She's full of it. You have a great body. Don't 
listen to her." He winked at her. 
Emily was flattered. Yet she didn't know what to say. 
She looked down at the dark-blue satin sheets and ran her 
fingers back and forth across the smoothness. 
she?" 
"Your mom doesn't ground you for eating too much, docs 
"No, I got grounded for something else." 
Steve smiled. "What did you do?" 
"Oh, it's kinda a long story. I don't want to bore you 
with it." 
She didn't want him to know she played with Sammy and 
Josh almost every night before she met him. 
"Oh, come on." He jokingly punched her in the arm. 
"Like who am I going to tell?" 
"It's not that. I just don't want to get into it." 
Steve tilted his head to the side. "I promise I'll be 
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a sympathetic ear." 
She felt like she couldn't get out of it. Maybe she 
could just tell him about the rumor going around; he did 
seem pretty understanding. "Oh, there was a stupid rumor 
going around that I was dating two guys at one time, and my 
mom told me I couldn't hang out with them. I've been 
friends with them since I was a baby. I got into a big 
fight with her and I got grounded." 
Steve laughed. "Do you mean you were accused of having 
a threesome?" 
"Yes, I guess. Why are you laughing?" 
"Because that's the stupidest thing I ever heard. I 
know you would never be involved in anything like that." 
"Well, tell my mom and my friends that." She felt 
relieved Steve believed her. She wondered if he knew he was 
her first kiss. 
"I can't believe your friends wouldn't know you better 
than that." He shook his head and rolled back on the bed. 
"That's what I thought." 
"Well, they don't sound like great friends to me. Are 
you still friends with those two guys?" 
"Not really. I mean, I felt stupid saying anything to 
them. I just told them I couldn't be friends with them 
anymore." 
"That's not right." 
"What do you mean?" 
"You don't follow your heart very much, do you?" 
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Emily's hands began to feel moist. "What do you 
mean?" 
"You're too worried what everyone else thinks and says 
about you." 
"I don't know. My mom and dad forbid me from seeing 
them. It's not like I had much of a choice." 
"You could have gotten around your mom somehow. And 
who cares what your friends think?" Steve rolled up to a 
seated position. 
"I don't know. It's over now. I really don't even see 
them anymore." Emily was beginning to feel frustrated and 
didn't know why Steve even cared. What he didn't know was 
that she had done it in part for him. 
"I don't understand why you can come over here and see 
me, but you can't go over and see them." 
"I don't know. I thought it would be too hard to 
explain it all to them. I'm tired of talking about this." 
She was starting to feel guilty again about what she had 
done to Josh and Sammy. She didn't understand how Steve 
had gotten to her so much. 
"Fine, we don't have to talk about it if you don't want 
to. I just don't think you feel very good about it. But, 
hey, maybe you do follow your heart. You came over here, 
didn't you?" 
She was thankful his voice had softened, but she was 
beginning to get into a bad mood. "Yeah, I guess." 
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"Hey, I didn't mean to upset you." 
"I know. I guess I was already upset about it. So, are 
you going to the homecoming game on Friday?" 
"No. I don't care about football as much as the rest 
of this town does. Plus, I plan to work on my car. Are you 
going?" 
"I bet I'll be forced to, with Teddy on the team, and 
it being such a big game and all. It's against Milford, so 
I'm sure it will be a close game." 
"Well, have fun." 
"I better be getting home. I don't want to get caught 
over here." 
"Are you sure I can't persuade you to stay any longer?" 
He reached out and put his hand into her hair. 
"Really, I should probably go." 
He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek and neck. 
She didn't get up from the bed to go home like she wanted 
to; she just sat there. He kissed her lips and she kissed 
him back. They rolled back onto his bed, and this time she 
didn't try to stop him; she just lay there. Even though she 
really didn't want to be there, his attention and kisses 
were nice and soft. She thought about trying to sit up, but 
it didn't even seem worth the effort. His hands seemed to 
fumble over her entire body. She wondered if his dad would 
walk into the bedroom, but Steve didn't seem very concerned 
about it. He kept kissing her and rubbing up against her. 
He started to kiss down her neck and Emily opened her 
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eyes and looked at the ceiling. There were three circular 
light-brown watermarks. They were in a row, so she wondered 
if there was a hole in the roof. She had once seen on a 
television show that water can follow a truss down to the 
ceiling. The hole in the roof could actually be several 
feet away from the water spot. She couldn't believe how 
much her mind was wandering. 
Steve continued to kiss her neck, and the weight of his 
body was beginning to feel heavy against her chest. He was 
so nice to her, she didn't want to tell him to stop. His 
warm, moist kisses felt nice against her skin. She closed 
her eyes and tried to relax. 
"Hey, Steve, I'm going out for a while." His dad's 
voice penetrated the bedroom door and made her jump. 
Steve lifted his head. "Okay, see you later." He 
again kissed her neck. 
Emily was shocked he wasn't fazed by his dad's voice 
coming through the door. Although she completely trusted 
Steve, she felt in a weird way better knowing his dad was in 
the house. 
"Steve, I really better be going," she whispered 
softly. 
"You don't need to go. You aren't appreciated at home. 
Don't you like to feel appreciated?" 
"Yes, but I have to go." 
"Why did you come over here, then?" 
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She sensed irritation in his voice. "I just came over 
for a quick visit. You don't want me to get into trouble, 
do you?" 
"You won't get into trouble, I promise." 
She didn't move. He pulled her sweatshirt to the side 
and began kissing her shoulder. She took a deep breath and 
caught a hint of his cologne; it smelled nice. She felt the 
light touch of his rough fingers across her shoulder. All 
of his movements were very tender and soft, but she really 
wanted to leave. 
"Steve, please. I have to go. Please understand." 
He began to kiss her mouth. "Has anyone told you how 
perfect your lips are?" 
"Yes, you just did. Now, really. I have to go." She 
felt frustrated. She liked Steve a lot, but she wished he 
would take her more seriously. 
"If you really wanted to leave, you would have gotten 
up and left by now." 
"I can't get up. You're too heavy." 
He rolled off of her and let her get up from the bed. 
He looked like his feelings were hurt, so she leaned over 
and gave him a peck on the lips. 
"You better be getting home, little girl," he said. 
Her heart sank. "I'm not a little girl." He had 
obviously not noticed the make-up she was wearing. 
"Oh, I know you're not. I'm just kidding you. I'll 
walk you to the door, Emily." 
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The sound of him calling her Emily rang in her ears. 
She looked at him; his thick mousey-brown hair framed his 
masculine features and made her heart melt. He held her in 
his arms for a moment and she could feel him breathing. 
"Good night and sweet dreams, Emily." 
"Good night, Steve. I'll see you soon." 
"You have my number, right?" 
"Yes, it's in my pocket." 
"Make sure you call first. No use risking getting into 
trouble if I'm not even here." 
"Okay, bye." She stepped outside. There was no moon, 
so the night was dark. She walked back over to her yard. 
She wished she could have stayed longer with him. Maybe 
they could have popped popcorn and watched a scarey movie. 
XXIII. 
Emily slowly opened the gate to her dark yard. 
"Where were you. Emily?" 
Emily was startled to hear Teddy's voice. She noticed 
he was sitting on the bench of the picnic table, facing the 
back of Steve's house. "Uh, I just went on a walk. What 
are you doing out here?" 
"Oh, I just wanted to see for myself if the rumor going 
around school about you was true." The yard was so dark she 
could only see the outline of Teddy's face and the white 
lettering on his varsity-letter jacket. 
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"What rumor?" 
"I heard that you and Steve were seeing each other." 
"Who did you hear that from?" 
"It doesn't really matter, now does it? But have you 
forgotten one of your best friends is one of the biggest 
gossips in school?" 
Alice must have told Kelly, and Kelly must have blabbed 
it all over school, Emily thought. "I'm not seeing Steve. 
We're just friends." 
"You know mom and dad think Steve and his dad are 
trash." 
"I know; please don't say anything. You already made 
me lose my friendship with Sammy and Josh. It's none of 
your business what I do. I don't go running to mom and dad 
about anything you do." 
"Because I don't do anything wrong." 
"Does mom know you were drinking on Saturday night?" 
"There's nothing she can do about that. Dad doesn't 
care, so she can't say anything," Teddy said coldly. 
Emily knew he was right and started to feel frantic. 
"Please don't say anything about Steve. It's really no big 
deal." 
"I'm sure it's no big deal to him. You're just going 
to end up getting hurt by him. I know he doesn't really 
like you. He probably just heard that rumor about you and 
Josh and Sammy and decided to hit on you." 
"That's not true." 
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"I don't know. Emily. He's sixteen and you are 
thirteen." 
"So?" 
Teddy stood up from the picnic table. "I'm just 
looking out for you." 
"Since when did you ever look out for me?" Emily tried 
to fight back her emotion; she knew Teddy would respond 
better if she remained rational. 
"Since you have tried your hardest to ruin the family 
name this year." 
"You can't believe I was having a relationship with 
Sammy or Josh. You just can't believe that." 
"I didn't believe it, but the rumor was out there, and 
I didn't want a rumor like that going around about my 
sister. It had to be stopped, and the only way was for you 
quit being friends with them." 
"But why did you have to tell Mom? Why couldn't you 
have just talked to me." 
"Yeah, right. You wouldn't have listened to me, 
anyway." 
Her eyes began to water. "You know what makes me 
really mad, Teddy? The fact that the only reason you even 
care about me is because you're worried about your own 
reputation." 
"All I know is you better quit seeing Steve. If you 
don't, I'm telling Mom and Dad. Steve's just going to hurt 
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you anyway. Trust me. he's really not your friend." 
"Well. if Steve's not my friend, then who is? If 
Steve's not my friend, I have no friends." 
"Emily. you have friends. You have a lot of friends at 
school." 
"No, I really don't. I know a lot of people, but that 
doesn't make them my friends. I used to think I would always 
be friends with Kelly, Alice, Josh and Sammy, but now I know 
I'm no longer really friends with any of them." 
Steve stood up from the picnic table. "Emily, if I 
don't leave now, I'm going to be late getting over to 
Monica's house." 
She felt like she was losing the battle and started to 
feel desperate. "Please don't say anything to Mom or Dad." 
"I'll give you the rest of the week to figure out how 
you're going to end it with Steve. If I'm not certain by 
then it's over, then I'm telling." 
"Please, just don't say anything." 
"I've made up my mind, Emily. I'm being nice by giving 
you till the end of the week; I should just tell them 
tonight." 
"What day do I have to tell him by?" 
"Friday. I can't afford to let this rumor get any 
worse. A Stevenson shouldn't be dating white trash." Teddy 
turned and walked inside. Emily stood out in the cold 
backyard, stunned by what Teddy had said. 
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XXIV. 
Emily wanted to leave and go for a walk, but she knew 
her parents would be home soon and she'd only get herself in 
more trouble if she left. She walked around to the front of 
her house and sat down on the cement stairs that led to the 
porch. The cold wind ate through her sweatshirt and she 
pulled the collar closer around her neck. She tried 
unsuccessfully to rub the goosebumps off her arms. She 
needed to be outside to think. 
She was angry her secret about Steve had gotten out in 
the small town she lived in. She wanted to confront Alice 
and Kelly about starting the gossip around the school, but 
she knew confronting them would only change who she ate with 
at lunch, sat with at football games. She was beginning to 
believe no one her age could keep a secret. 
Teddy was wrong about Steve• he did like her. Teddy 
couldn't know how Steve felt about her, anyway. At least 
she had a week to figure something out. And all she needed 
to do was convince Teddy her relationship with Steve was 
over. Teddy would be satisfied as soon as the rumor died 
down. She would just tell Alice and Kelly she'd decided 
Steve was too old for her, and it would spread around school 
like wildfire. 
Emily wondered for a second if Steve was right and she 
should have told Josh and Sammy the truth. But Steve didn't 
understand it didn't even matter anymore. What she had done 
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to Josh and Sammy was irrevocable, and they would never 
forgive how she treated them, even if they did learn the 
truth now. Plus the "truth'' she'd told Steve wasn't as bad 
as the fact she gave up on their friendship because of a 
crush. Josh had obviously moved on with his life, and Sammy 
had a few years of innocence left. There was no sense in 
bringing up the past. Emily got up and went inside to wash 
the make-up off her face and get ready for bed. 
xxv. 
She sat on her bed after school and started to read the 
first chapter of a book she had found on her mom's shelf. 
It was a book by Danielle Steele called Zoya. She didn't 
know if her mom would want her to read it, so she planned to 
keep it hidden under her bed. Her mom had so many books; 
she'd never miss it. Emily liked the book, although it 
wasn't like any other book she had ever read because it was 
mostly about adults. 
"Emily, please come into the kitchen; I need to speak 
with you," her mom yelled. 
Emily threw the book under her bed and went to the 
kitchen. Her mom was making brownies from a box mix. 
"Yes?" 
"Emily, your grounding's over after today. You need to 
go to the game tonight." 
Emily watched her dump two boxes of dry mix into a 
large glass bowl. "Do I have to go to the game? I have a 
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really bad headache." 
"Are you telling me the truth?" She turned to look at 
her as she walked over to the refrigerator. 
"Well, I have a headache sorta bad. I don't think 
Teddy really cares if I go to the game or not. Please don't 
make me go. I hate going to football games." 
"Emily, that isn't very supportive of Teddy." 
"I know, but Kelly and Alice have been getting on my 
nerves lately. I've had a really hard time even sitting 
with them at lunch and acting normal all week. If I go, I 
know I'll just get into a fight with them." 
"Why are they on your nerves?" She cracked four eggs 
into the bowl. 
"I don't know. They just are. Please, I don't want to 
go to the game." She wasn't about to expose the rumor about 
her and Steve to her mom. She hadn't confronted Kelly or 
Alice at lunch the past few days because she knew it 
wouldn't help the situation, but it was eating at her. Plus 
she desperately wanted the chance to spend time with Steve. 
"Well, I guess Teddy probably won't notice if you're 
not there." 
"I know I'll be friends with them again; I just need 
some time away from them." 
"Well, I guess you can stay home." 
"Thanks," she turned to leave the kitchen. 
"Oh. Emily, there's something else I want to talk to 
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you about." Her mom frantically searched through a drawer. 
"What?" 
She began to measure sunflower oil into a white-plastic 
measuring cup. "Well, ever since you overheard the private 
conversation between Karen and me, I've been meaning to talk 
to you. You know your dad and I aren't getting a divorce." 
Emily avoided eye contact by looking at the bowl of 
brownie mix. "Yeah, I know." 
"And Dr. White's moving his practice back to California 
in December. They're going to replace him with a female 
doctor." She carelessly measured a cup and a half of water. 
"Really?" 
"Yes. I mean, not that there was ever anything between 
us, but I thought you would like to know." 
"Will you still have your job?" 
"Oh, yes. Everything will be the same. I just wanted 
to tell you. That whole thing about Dr. White was just a 
joke anyway. But I thought I'd tell you just in case you 
took it seriously or something." She nervously mixed the 
batter, her back to Emily. 
"Okay." Emily didn't know what to say because she 
hadn't thought it was something that should be joked about. 
"Are you okay with all of this, Emily? I mean, you 
aren't planning to say anything to your dad, are you?" 
"No, don't worry about that." 
"Well, okay." She seemed a little hesitant. "Will you 
get me the brownie pan?" 
130 
Emily pulled a large metal pan from under the stove and 
handed it to her. 
"It was all just a joke, right?" Emily was being 
slightly sarcastic, but her mom looked relieved at her 
words. 
"Right. It was just a joke." She quickly sprayed the 
pan's surface with cooking oil. 
Emily suddenly felt pity for her mom. "Are you happy? 
I mean, really happy?" 
"I don't know what you mean, Emily. Of course I'm 
happy. I couldn't be better. Teddy just got a scholarship, 
and Molly's the cutest junior cheerleader. Your dad makes a 
decent salary. Of course I'm happy." She forced a smile. 
Emily dropped her head; she wished she hadn't asked. 
"Oh, okay. I just wondered. I'm going back to my room 
now." 
XXVI. 
"Okay. I hope your headache goes away." 
"Thanks," Emily said as she left the kitchen. 
"Are you absoultely positive you can't go to the game, 
Emily?" Her mom stood at the backdoor with her blue coat 
on. 
"Betty, we fight with her before every game. I'm tired 
of fighting with her. Let's go so we're not late." 
Emily didn't say anything because she knew it was in 
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her best interest not to. 
"Come on. Molly. Let's get into the car." 
"Isn't Emily going?" Molly asked. 
"No, Pumpkin, she's not." 
"How come? Doesn't she have to go?" 
"No. She doesn't have an important role at the game 
like you do." Her voice sounded buttery. 
"Oh, yeah," Molly said as she exited through the door 
leading to the garage. 
"Have fun at the game," Emily said as she headed for 
her room. Even though her mom's comment got on her nerves, 
she wasn't going to let it bother her. She had more 
important plans for the evening. Steve had told her he 
wasn't going to the game, was going to be home working on 
his car, and she was going to go over and surprise him. 
She'd have at least two hours to spend with him, and they 
could listen to the game on the radio to see what time her 
parents would be home. Tonight she would show Steve he 
could have a mature relationship with her, and they'd be 
able to see each other quite often, for longer than fifteen 
or twenty minutes. 
Emily put on a clean pair of jeans and a new button-
down collar shirt. She pulled her hair up in a ponytail; 
Steve was right, her face did look nice when her hair was 
pulled back. She brushed her eyelashes lightly with 
mascara, put on some light pink lipstick, dusted her cheeks 
with blush. She stood back from the mirror and smiled. She 
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didn't care what anyone else thought about her; Steve 
thought she was special, and no one would ruin her evening 
with him. She went into her mom's bathroom and sprayed her 
neck with her mom's good perfume. 
She took Steve's number out of the very back of her 
desk's top drawer. She picked up the phone in the hallway 
and dialed his number. She received a busy signal; she 
looked at her watch and decided not to waste any more time. 
She left the light on in the living room, grabbed her house 
key, and walked out the back door. 
The night air was cold, and it was windy, but she 
didn't seem to notice, excited she was going to be able to 
spend some time with him. Emily knocked on the sliding 
glass door on the backside of Steve's house. The kitchen 
light was on, but there was no answer, so she walked around 
to the front door and rang the bell. She pressed the 
doorbell three times, but there was no response. She began 
to feel disappointed, but remembered Steve had told her he 
would be working on his car. She walked towards the garage 
and noticed the door wasn't completely closed, a light 
streamed from under the door. 
"Steve?" Emily said, squatting down so her voice could 
be heard inside the garage. 
"Uh, yeah?" His voice erased all of her 
disappointment. She cautiously opened the garage door and 
poked her head under it. 
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"My parents let me stay home from the game, so I 
thought I'd come and visit you." 
"Oh ... hi .... " 
Emily carefully crawled under the garage door. She 
stood up and it took a second for her eyes to adjust to the 
light. 
"Uh, Emily, this is Julie. Julie, this is my next-door 
neighbor, Emily. Emily's in eighth grade." 
Emily's eyes refused to blink as she looked at Julie 
sitting on a chair in the garage. She had short blonde 
hair, a small button nose and green eyes lined with thick 
black eyeliner. She was smoking a cigarette and had on a 
very low-cut red sweater above frayed blue jeans. 
"Can we help you with something, Emily?" Julie asked. 
Emily panicked, confused. "Well, I just came over here 
to see Steve. I didn't know he had company." 
Emily wanted to yell at Steve. She couldn't believe he 
had a girlfriend. But she was a little scared of what Julie 
would do if she found out Emily and Steve had kissed. 
"I guess you can't find anything better to do than to 
talk to my boyfriend on a Friday night." 
Emily was getting a little nervous by Julie's tone of 
voice, and it was obvious Steve would never take her side. 
He'd introduced her as an eighth-grader. Emily left like an 
idiot, wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. She 
noticed Steve was avoiding eye contact with her. 
"I guess you're right, Steve; we should've gone back to 
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Decatur instead of staying here for the weekend." Julie let 
smoke stream out of her nostrils. 
"Well. I didn't know you had company, Steve. I'm going 
to go ahead and go. I'm sorry I bothered you." She knew 
her voice was shaking. She ducked under the garage door, 
felt her knees scrape the cement, but she didn't look down. 
"Wait, Emily. You don't have to leave," Steve called 
after her. 
She began running. She could no longer hold back the 
tears and felt like she wanted to scream. She lost all 
control as soon as she unlocked the backdoor and entered her 
house. She let out a huge gasp of air and fell onto the 
kitchen floor sobbing. She couldn't believe Steve had done 
this to her. She thought they shared something special, but 
now she knew he didn't care at all about her. 
"I'm such a fool," she muttered through her tears. She 
hated herself for believing they had a real relationship. 
Nobody even cared at all about her. Her chest was so tight 
she could barely breathe. She wanted to scream at the top 
of her lungs. She continued to cry, and a small pool of 
tears formed on the kitchen linoleum. She violently smacked 
her hand down into the tears and stood up, wanting to 
overturn the kitchen chairs and smash everything. The first 
thing she could get her hands on was a towel on the counter. 
She picked it up and attempted to throw it violently across 
the kitchen, but the towel seemed to lazily catch the air 
135 
and slowly float to the ground. She slammed her fist down 
on the counter. "I can't do anything right!" She wiped her 
nose with the back of her hand. She was crying so hard 
tears and mucus covered her hands and face. She tried to 
get control of herself, and she walked into the bathroom to 
clean herself up. She glanced into the mirror and was 
shocked at her own appearance. Her black mascara had 
collected under her eyes. The make-up had gotten into her 
eyes and caused them to become bloodshot. Mucus ran down 
into her smeared light-pink lipstick, her bangs wild on her 
forehead. She didn't want to look at her horrid reflection 
anymore. She wanted the make-up off, wanted things to go 
back to how they once were. 
She grabbed a washcloth and wet it with hot water. She 
rinsed her face, but the make-up didn't seem to budge. Both 
her eyes and lips seemed stained. She grabbed a bar of soap 
and furiously lathered her face. She felt the burn of the 
soap in her eyes and its bitter taste in her mouth. She 
fumbled for the cold-water-faucet handle, barely standing 
the increasing intensity of the sting in her already sore 
eyes. She flushed her eyes with the cool water and rinsed 
all of the soap off her face. 
Slowly, she opened her eyes and looked into the mirror. 
Both her eyes and her nose were swollen and puffy, and a 
trace of black mascara remained under her left eye. "What's 
the use, anyway?" she muttered as she tossed her washcloth 
into the hamper and flipped off the bathroom light. 
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She walked into her bedroom, grabbed her pajamas from 
under her pillow and slowly changed her clothes. She turned 
off her bedroom light and crawled into bed. She lay in the 
perfect stillness in the darkness of her room with her eyes 
slightly open. She felt like she was about to cry again, 
but the tears wouldn't come. Her emotions felt frozen, and 
all she wanted to do was sleep. 
XXVII. 
Emily rolled over and opened her eyes. Her head ached, 
and her eyes seemed unwilling to let the sunlight in. Her 
entire body felt drained from her emotional hangover, and 
she pulled her pillow out from under her head and covered 
her eyes. Her face felt oily, a stale taste in her mouth, 
and she wanted to die. 
She knew she should get out of bed, but she didn't want 
to. She didn't feel like there was much reason to kick off 
her sheets and start the day. It wasn't like her family or 
friends could understand what she was feeling. She had 
already told Alice and Kelly she had ended it with Steve, so 
to talk to them would be an admission that she had lied. 
Plus, she didn't feel like talking to people who always 
seemed to betray her. She rolled onto her stomach to try to 
force herself to go to back to sleep. She felt like she 
could at least temporarily escape her depressing life if she 
were sleeping, and she tried to slow her breathing and coax 
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her body and mind into a peaceful slumber: but she could 
hear her mom in the kitchen, and she couldn't help but to 
think about Steve. 
She wondered if she should try to talk to him. Maybe 
she could go over there after school Monday. He would 
probably let her come over to visit if she stayed away when 
his girlfriend was there. Maybe she could eventually get 
them to break up and he'd be all hers. If she could only 
become as skinny and pretty and cool as Julie. She wished 
he would have been honest with her. Maybe the fact he had a 
girlfriend was actually for the better. This way, she could 
more easily keep their relationship secret from her brother 
and parents. 
She felt certain she could get Steve to keep seeing her 
for at least a little while. She knew what she needed to do 
to keep him in her life. She would just have to be even 
more skinny than Julie. She would need to seem older and 
more mature. She would start wearing make-up and not be 
such a baby when Steve kissed her. 
room. 
"Emily, are you still in bed?" Her mom walked into her 
"Yes, I'm getting up, though." 
"Are you planning on eating breakfast?" 
"No, I don't think I want anything today." 
"Okay. I'll go ahead and put away the cereal and 
bagels. Your brother had a great game last night. He 
scored three touchdowns. It was amazing." 
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"I'm sorry I missed it." 
"Me, too. Well. don't lie in bed all day. It will 
make your face swell." She walked out of the room. 
Emily forced herself to crawl out of bed. She couldn't 
believe how terrible she felt. She looked at the mirror on 
her dresser; she looked ghastly, her hair all ratty and her 
eyes still red and puffy. She grabbed her bathrobe out of 
her wardrobe and headed for the bathroom. She knew she 
would need to pay more attention to her appearance to even 
have a chance with Steve. She couldn't really be mad at 
him; that was just how boys were. Emily decided she would 
paint her nails red as soon as she got out of the shower. 
Red wasn't her favorite color, but she had heard boys liked 
red fingernails. 
XXVIII. 
Emily watched from the side window as her parents and 
Molly pulled out of the driveway. They were finally gone; 
she'd thought they'd never leave. She hadn't seen any sign 
of Teddy since she got home from school and hoped he'd heard 
the rumor she and Steve were over. She picked up the phone 
to call Steve. She doubted Julie would be visiting on a 
Monday night, but she didn't want to chance a repeat 
encounter. 
"Hello?" 
"Hello, Steve? This is Emily." 
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"Oh. hi. Emily. What's up?" 
"I was wondering if I could come over for a little 
while tonight?" 
"You want to come over here?" 
"Yes--I mean, if that's okay with you." 
"I didn't think I'd be hearing from you. You know, you 
didn't have to leave on Friday night." 
"So, um, is it okay if I come over?" 
"Sure. I mean, I guess if you want to. I have to leave 
in like a half an hour, though." 
"I can be over in a few minutes." 
Emily hung up the phone and rushed into her room to 
change her clothes. She wanted to look as sophisticated as 
possible for him and settled on a fitted black sweater and a 
pair of jeans. Her mom had gotten her the sweater, but she 
had never felt comfortable wearing something that clung to 
her chest so tightly before. She wanted to make a strong 
impression because she knew tonight would be a turning 
point. She looked at her watch and realized it had already 
been about five minutes since she'd called. She hurried 
into the bathroom and flung open her make-up drawer. She 
almost felt giddy as she brushed her lashes with thick 
mascara and painted her lips with red lipstick to match her 
fingernails. 
She glanced one last time at the mirror before stepping 
out of the bathroom, and she almost didn't recognize her own 
reflection. The make-up, the nails, the fitted black 
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sweater that had hung in the back of her wardrobe: they 
seemed like they belonged to someone else. Her reflection 
made her eyes begin to fill with tears, and she felt a sharp 
pain in her chest. She grabbed a tissue and carefully wiped 
the tears away from under her eyes, cautious not to smudge 
her mascara. She tried to force herself to smile at the 
mirror. but her smile looked fake. Her tears were rolling 
down her cheeks and clearing away the make-up in their 
paths. 
"No, no." She gasped when she saw her make-up being 
destroyed. "I have to get over there. I can't be crying 
now. This is my only chance to prove to Steve I can be a 
good girlfriend. Better than Julie will ever be." Emily 
forced herself to suck in her emotion and stop crying. She 
stuck her index finger in her powder and rubbed away the 
lines the tears and created across her cheeks. She was 
determined to force herself to be strong. She focused on 
how nice she felt when she was with Steve, and how he paid 
attention to her, comforted her. He would accept her if he 
knew she was no longer a child. 
She grabbed her key and headed out the front door. She 
knew she needed to hurry so she wouldn't miss him. As she 
was locking the front door she looked down and noticed she 
had chipped the polish on the thumb of her right hand. She 
knew she wouldn't have time to go back inside and fix it, so 
she turned to hurry off the porch. 
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As she walked around to the backside of her house, she 
noticed Sammy walking along the sidewalk about a half a 
block away. He was dragging a kitten along on a leash. She 
stopped for a second and smiled. Only Sammy would think to 
try to walk a kitten. She knew she was presented with a 
prime opportunity to mend her broken ties with Sammy. There 
was something genuine and sincere about Sammy that she 
missed. She turned and took a few steps to the back of her 
house; she didn't have time to talk to him, and it would be 
too uncomfortable, anyway. The wind was cold, and she could 
smell someone in the neighborhood was burning leaves. 
"I must get going. Steve's going to leave any minute,'' 
she mumbled to herself. But something made her hesitate and 
watch Sammy from behind a shrub. He was very patient with 
the little calico kitten, trying to coax it forward. She 
forced herself to swallow her guilt. 
She looked at her watch and turned to walk toward his 
house. She hurried around to the front and rang the 
doorbell. The cold breeze bit at her skin. 
Steve answered the door wearing a thick navy-blue 
sweater, hair perfectly combed. "Hello, Emily. Come on in: 
I'm going to be leaving soon, you know." 
"Yeah. I just thought I'd come by and say 'hi'." Emily 
could smell his spicy cologne. 
"Well, come on in." He smiled warmly at her. 
She walked in and looked around to see if his dad was 
home, but she didn't see him anywhere. Steve instantly 
142 
walked back to his bedroom. Emily wished he would stay out 
in the front room, but she knew she couldn't seem like a 
baby and followed him. Remember to act cool like Julie, 
Emily thought to herself. Steve reclined on his side down 
on the bed. 
"You know, Julie isn't my girlfriend. She thinks she 
is, but she's just a good friend." 
"Oh." Emily felt happy Steve had said Julie wasn't his 
girlfriend; but it made her wonder what he considered her. 
"Well, aren't you going to join me? I have to get 
going to Decatur soon." 
"What are you doing there?" 
"I'm just going to see some friends." 
"Oh," she said. She caught the reflection of herself 
and Steve in the long-rectangular mirror that hung on the 
outside of his closet door. She looked at him on the bed 
and took a step forward. 
"I like your sweater. It looks really nice on you. 
brings out your eyes." Steve winked at her. 
It 
She just stood there and looked at him. She wished her 
stomach would settle down; she felt like she was about to 
throw up. She felt tears coming to her eyes and took a step 
away from the bed. 
"Come over here, Emily." Steve patted the space next 
to him on the bed. 
She swallowed hard. "I thought you had to get to 
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Decatur." She wondered how long Sammy would be on the 
sidewalk by her house, and questioned whether she should 
have even visited Steve at all. 
"I thought you wanted to come and visit me." He 
smiled. 
"Well, I did--" 
"Well, I really should be going." Steve stopped and 
smiled again. "But I could always call and tell Julie and 
everyone I can't make it." 
She was surprised Steve was willing to cancel his plans 
for her, and the fact that he was planning to see Julie made 
her extremely jealous. "Won't they be mad?" 
"Oh, I don't know. I'm about sick of Julie, anyway. 
She'll get over it; she always does. I'm not her 
boyfriend." 
Emily stood there looking at Steve. His lean. but 
muscular build was attractive. She wondered if he was 
telling her the truth about Julie. But either way, he was 
picking her over Julie. 
"You look different," he said, breaking the silence. 
"What do you mean?" 
"Well, you look older or something. Wait a second." 
Steve studied her. "You have more make-up on, don't you?" 
"Yeah, I guess. Why?" 
"It looks good. You look hot." Steve looked her up 
and down. "Damn, why haven't you worn that sweater before?" 
"I don't know." She was flattered. "I guess I was just 
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waiting for the right occasion." 
He laughed. "Come here, you." He reached out and 
playfully pulled on her hand. She couldn't resist his 
gesture and tumbled onto the waterbed next to him. 
"Emily, you don't get the respect you deserve." 
"What do you mean?" 
"I mean, you're so pretty, smart and fun, and it seems 
like a lot of people can't see how special you are." 
"You really think so?" Her eyes widened. She really 
appreciated what Steve was saying, but she couldn't 
determine his level of sincerity. 
"I think so. Like those girls, Kelsie and Angie. They 
seem to stab you in the back. They're always really 
friendly to me in the hall." 
"You mean Kelly and Alice?" Emily wasn't surprised; 
they flirted with everyone. 
"Yeah. Those two. And your family doesn't seem to 
treat you much better." 
She looked into his eyes; he was sure saying everything 
she wanted to hear, but she didn't feel like he was being 
honest with her. 
"Emily, let me take care of you; make you feel 
special." 
She stayed motionless on the bed; she didn't know how 
to respond and didn't want to. She wasn't even quite sure 
what he was asking. 
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"Just let all of your worries and cares go. Close your 
eyes and let it go." 
Emily closed her eyes. She felt Steve slide closer to 
her and kiss her mouth, her neck, and her ears. He gently 
began to feel under her sweater and fumble with the button 
on her jeans. She tried to clear her mind, relax, but she 
felt nervous. 
He again kissed her mouth and she felt his warm hands 
unfastening her jeans. Her stomach churned. 
"Steve?" 
"Shhhh. I promise it'll feel a lot better if you 
relax." He kissed her mouth as if to quiet her. 
Emily felt very confused. She liked Steve a lot, and 
it did feel nice when she was with him. She needed to hear 
him talk to her. Maybe if she could just get him to talk. 
she would feel a little more relaxed. If he would tell her 
one more time how special she was. then she would be able to 
relax. 
"Steve?" 
"What now?" Steve sounded irritated. 
She was still. He pulled up her sweater. Somehow she 
knew deep in her heart that Steve didn't truly care about 
her. He didn't know her middle name was Elaine, or that her 
favorite food was grilled chicken, or that she was born on 
October 18. She could try to convince herself he did, but 
she knew he didn't. She wondered if the illusion of his 
concern for her was better than nothing; at least he paid 
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attention to her. Her muscles tensed. 
"Come on, Emily. Why are you just laying there like a 
frozen mannequin?" 
Emily took a deep breath. "I can't do this anymore, 
Steve." 
"Why not?" Steve looked puzzled. 
"Because you don't really care about me, and I don't 
need to be used by someone who doesn't care about me." She 
was shocked at the strength of her own words. 
"Hey, I care about you. You know that." 
She suddenly felt self-conscious and pulled her sweater 
down over the front of her undone jeans and sat up. 
He sat up on the waterbed. "Well, you really shouldn't 
have come over when Julie was here. I mean, if you'd called 
first, it would have made everything a lot less difficult." 
"You should have told me you had a girlfriend from the 
very beginning. But it's not just that. You don't even 
know me. This is wrong." 
"I guess I shouldn't be surprised. I just thought you 
were older than you really are." 
"You know what? I don't think this has a thing to do 
with age." She was thankful she had said a coherent 
sentence, because she was taken back. She hated to lose 
him. She wanted to hear that he was in love with her, that 
he really wanted to know and respect her. But she knew it 
wasn't going to happen, and even if he said words that 
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sounded good to her heart, her mind would not allow her to 
believe he was genuine. 
She stood up, buttoned her jeans, and stepped into the 
hallway. "Steve, I'm going to leave now." 
"You don't have to go yet. I mean, can we still keep a 
good thing going?" 
She looked at the tops of her black loafers. The 
leather was shinny with polish. She looked him in the face. 
"I'm not sure we had a good thing, Steve." 
"Well, at least think it over. If you want, I'll walk 
you out." He got up from his bed and led the way to the 
front door. "How's about a good-bye kiss? For old times' 
sake?" 
Emily looked into his light blue eyes that didn't seem 
quite as charming as they once had. 
"Good-bye, Steve," she said as she pushed past him and 
through the door. She expected to feel horrible as she left 
his yard, but the unhappy feelings didn't hit her. Walking 
away didn't seem to bother her as much as she'd thought it 
would. She didn't feel great, but she knew she felt better 
than she could have had she stayed. 
She saw Sammy sitting on the sidewalk next to the 
kitten only a house away from hers. Emily walked up to him. 
"Hi, Sammy." She felt a little nervous because she wasn't 
sure how he would react to her. 
"Hi, Emily." Sammy didn't seem to be holding a grudge. 
"I got a new kitten named Marie." 
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"Oh, she's so cute. May I hold her?" 
"Sure." Sammy handed the kitten to her. 
finally let me get one. Do you like her?" 
"Yes, she's really sweet." 
"My parents 
"You look different. You look old or something." 
"I have make-up on." 
"Maybe that's it. How are you?" 
"Fine, I guess. I'm better now than I was awhile ago." 
"That's good. You know Josh doesn't come over to my 
house anymore. Ever since you told us you couldn't be 
friends anymore, we've only hung out twice." 
"Really?" 
"Yeah, he's going out with Melissa Rundle. 
probably heard." 
I guess you 
"Yeah, I did." 
"I've been pretty much just been playing on my 
computer. I think my mom has been worried about me. I 
think that's why she let me get a kitten." 
"I'm sorry, Sammy. What about the friends you have at 
school?" 
"Oh, I just don't like hanging out with them much. I'm 
okay, though. Don't worry or anything." 
"Your head looks better. You can barely see the scar." 
"Yeah, it itches though. My mom says that means it's 
healing." 
"I've been thinking. I mean, maybe we could still hang 
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out every once in a while." 
"I don't know. My mom said nobody wants girls and boys 
to be just friends after a certain age." 
"That could be true, Sammy. But I still think, I mean. 
if you and Josh would be willing to--I'd like to go to the 
park every so often." 
"That would be fun. I don't like not seeing you guys." 
Emily smiled weakly. "I don't like it either. Hey, I 
need to give you back your book, James and the Giant Peach." 
"Yeah, okay. You can just drop it by my house 
sometime. Did you like it?" 
"It was okay. I think I'd have liked it better a few 
years ago. I actually never quite finished it." 
"Oh. Well, I better go so you don't get in trouble." 
Sammy stood up from the sidewalk. 
"Yeah, well, thanks for talking to me." She handed the 
kitten back to him. 
"No prob 1 em. I guess I' 11 see you around sometime." 
"Yeah. If you see Josh, tell him I said 'hi.' Tell 
him I'd like to go to the park with him sometime. If he 
wants to." 
"I will. I think he'll want to. But I really don't 
see him much." 
"Well, I mean, if you happen to see him," she said 
softly. 
"Okay, bye." He turned and walked away, cradling Marie 
in his arms. 
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"Bye," she whispered. 
She walked back up to her house and unlocked her front 
door. She took off her black fitted sweater and hung it 
back in the back of her wardrobe. She put on a comfortable 
sweatshirt and walked into the bathroom to take off her 
make-up. She carefully wiped away the mascara, blush, 
powder and lipstick with a warm and soapy wash cloth. She 
used a cotton ball soaked in fingernail-polish remover to 
take off her red polish. She noticed a light orange stain 
was left on her nails and the remover wouldn't take it off. 
She rubbed several times, but the stain wouldn't budge. She 
looked through her drawer and found a pastel pink she 
thought she'd feel comfortable wearing. 
After carefully painting her nails, she walked into her 
room. She pulled Zoya out from underneath her bed and 
started reading, but then she remembered she was supposed to 
be reading a book for school called Dicey's Song. She read 
the first two chapters, and as it progressed she thought it 
might in fact be her favorite book yet. She decided she 
might as well return Zoya to her mom's shelf for the time 
being. She didn't want to risk getting into trouble if she 
wasn't even going to be reading it. 
Emily grabbed a blueberry muffin from the kitchen, 
returned to her room to read a couple more chapters of 
Dicey's Song and ate the muffin. She noticed how quiet her 
house was, set down the book and looked at her ceiling. She 
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knew her parents and Molly would come bursting into the 
house at any moment. She knew none of them would say what 
she wanted to hear, or be particularly interested in her. 
She knew her friends at school were not very trustworthy, 
and they would be disappointed because she had chosen not to 
stay with Steve. Yet she knew she'd be okay, knew the 
sweetness of Sammy's voice and the strength of her own. 
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